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PART ONE
Earthside


 

Chapter One
Welcomes Warm and Cold

 

 

 

 

 

“Luta, we're about an hour from Earth. It looks good if the Captain's on the bridge when we dock.”  Rei's cheerful voice woke me over the Tane Ikai's comm circuit. The dream faded slowly, fragments lingering in my mind like wisps of nebulae.  It's always the same dream, when we near a planet.

I'm fourteen again, and I sprint through the crowded corridor of a space station, trying to keep my mother in sight, glimpses of her auburn hair taunting me. A press of people separates us. She doesn't slow, doesn't turn to look. I don't know if she knows I'm following her. Outside the station I catch glimpses of a ringed planet and the numinous dark shadow of a wormhole entrance.

Finally the crowd thins and I see her at a docking ring, waiting to board the ship. I call out, but no sound emerges. She turns and sees me, smiles sadly and shakes her head, lifting one slender hand in farewell. My chest tightens and I fight back tears. I don't want anyone to see me cry. She moves through the docking ring seconds before my leaden feet reach it. But there's no ship beyond. Only yawning, empty space, black vacuum starred with cold fairy lights. My mother is gone . . .

I fumbled a finger onto the ID biochip implant in my forearm to let Rei know I was awake and rolled onto my back. The ship's main drive throbbed like a giant heartbeat, pushing us closer to Earth, and my own pulse echoed the cadence. Outside the viewport above me, the pattern of stars was beginning to take on the familiarity of home. Earth always triggered the dream. Probably because it was the last place my childhood family had lived in peace.

Finally I swung my legs over the side of the berth and hauled myself up. After all these years I still don't sleep as well in space as I do planetside, but when you're the captain of a merchant far trader you learn to cope.

I slipped into jeans and a clean white t-shirt, splashed cool water on my face and dusted on makeup. I ran a brush through my hair, glanced at my reflection. I'd long ago perfected the skill of checking the presentability of hair, face and clothes without noticing all those little things I didn't want to see, the uncomfortable reminders that I didn't look a day over thirty.

Which would have been fine if I weren't due to turn eighty-five on my next birthday. Which still would have been fine if there were any logical, scientific explanation for my youthfulness. Hell, I'd even take an illogical, unscientific one, but there was no explanation. I was an anomaly, an aberration—a freak, for lack of a better word—but I tried not to dwell on it.

Datapad in hand, I left my cabin. Voices sounded from the galley off to the left, and the smell of freshly brewed caff wafted enticingly down the corridor, but I turned right instead, my footsteps echoing on the metal decking. Rei dam-Rowan, my pilot, turned in her skimchair to smile at me when I emerged into the bright lights of the bridge. Rei was the only one of my crew who knew my true age. There's something about Rei that invites confidences, and assures that they'll be kept. She's twenty-nine, looks twenty by way of good genes and better attitude, and we've been friends for the five years she's been part of my crew.

“Earth ETA twenty minutes, Captain,” she said, then added with a grin, “How was your beauty sleep?”

I pulled a face at her. “Didn't need beauty sleep any more than you do. Everybody have something to do when we arrive?”

Rei nodded, her chestnut hair dark in the yellow-tinged light from the High Pressure Sodium overheads. “Viss says if we're going to be here more than a day he wants to clean out the plasma intakes, and he's planning to pick up a new thruster filter while we're Earthside. Yuskeya's downloading the star charts you requested and the datapoints for six new wormholes. Baden says after he sees the cargo unloaded safely he has a meeting with an old friend, if you don't need him for anything else.”  She rolled her golden eyes. “So it's either a woman or someone who owes him money.”

“And what about you?”  I settled myself in the command chair and punched up the incoming correspondence on my datapad. The servos kicked in and adjusted the chair for me.

“Easy,” said Rei. She yawned delicately, the darkly beautiful tattoo-like markings around her eyes elongating like rivers of spilled ink across her clear, pale skin. All the women from Eri wore pridattii. I knew they weren't permanent, but I'd never seen Rei without hers. “I'm getting a facial and a manicure, and maybe—no, definitely—a massage.”

I shook my head. “All work and no play, Rei. You should try to relax a little.”

She stuck her tongue out at me and we both laughed, but my smile dissolved into a frown when a message from PrimeCorp displayed. They must have had it in the queue, triggered to send the instant my ship entered Earthspace, and with PrimeCorp, it was never good news.

 

Received: from [205152.59.68] PrimeCorp Main Division

STATIC ELECTRONIC MESSAGE: 25.7

 

Encryption: securetext/novis/noaud

Receipt notification: enabled

From: “Chairman Alin Sedmamin” <chair.primecorp*web>

To: “Luta Paixon” <ID 59836254471>

Date: Sat, 2 Nov 2284 17:57:29 -0500

 

Captain Paixon,

 

We would appreciate your finding some time during your stay on Earth to meet with one of our representatives for an exchange of information. Thank you for your time and consideration.

 

Chairman Alin Sedmamin

Per Beli Elaudoka

 

I sighed. Nothing new there. I'd only done the meeting-up thing once or twice, in the hope that they might actually offer some news of my mother. I'd given up in disgust after that. All they wanted was to pump me for information I didn't have, and get my permission to poke around inside my genes for anything that might belong to them, which I wouldn’t give. Since the Genetic Materials Privacy Act came into being about a hundred years ago they couldn't force me, but I'd made my refusals politely—when I could. You never knew when they might have something I wanted. I wasn’t sure I liked the notion that they were keeping a watch out for me, though.

Rei mistook my expression, or the reason for it, because she lowered her voice and asked, “Are you going to see Hirin right away?”

I nodded, carefully not looking up from my screen when my heart lurched at his name. “It's been two months. He'll be getting anxious. And I picked up some herbal supplements on Vileyra that might help him some.”

Rei was silent for a moment, then said, “Luta, don't you worry that sometime you'll come back and Hirin will be . . .”

“Dead?” I finished for her when her voice trailed off. “Of course I do. But we both agreed that this was the only way. I can't keep him in the best care unless I take the big-paying jobs, and those are all multi-skip runs. This is the practical solution.”

“You miss him, though. It must be hard.”

“I miss—I miss how we used to be. I don't know if I miss being around him all the time now. It's not easy.”

She nodded and turned back to the pilot's screen, and I tried to bury myself in tenders for our next job.

Hirin is my husband. He's ninety-two. Unfortunately and unlike me, he's not an anomaly, an aberration, or a freak. He lives in an elderly care facility, and he looks and feels every day of those ninety-two years. With Vigor-Us treatments, even ninety-two isn't extremely old, but a virus Hirin picked up fifteen years ago left him damaged in ways that even the rejuv couldn't ameliorate much.

The rest of my crew had met Hirin, but they didn't know he was my husband. They thought he was some elderly relative for whom I had a soft spot. It was true enough. They'd also never met my children—didn't even know about them, in fact. Looking fifty years younger than my chronological age isn't something I flaunt. Too many uncomfortable questions for which I don't have the answers. Moreover, there's always the lurking presence of PrimeCorp, which would be a good reason to keep to the shadows all by itself.

More footsteps sounded in the corridor behind us and a soft voice said, “Bonan matenon, Captain.”

I glanced up with a smile as Yuskeya Blue slid into her seat at the navigation station and set a steaming cup down within easy reach. Yuskeya was the tallest woman I'd ever met, topping even Rei by a couple of inches, and she had the striking features and ebony hair of her American Indian ancestors. Her home planet was Quma, which a huge collection of Earth's aboriginal people had colonized for themselves about a century ago. Yuskeya was quiet, dignified, an excellent navigator and a competent medic, with a dry sense of humour and a taste for heavily spiced chai. She'd been part of my crew for over a year, but that was just about all I knew about her. I had a notion that on occasional nights she shared a cabin with Viss Feron, my engineer, but I wasn't certain and didn't know if I wanted to be. Everyone's entitled to their secrets.

“Good morning!  I hear you're getting some new wormhole datapoints when we dock.”

“That's right. Rumour says one of them might cut weeks off the trip between MI 2 Eridani and Beta Comae Berenices.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Let me know what you get, then. It might influence what job we take next.”

“Will do.”  Yuskeya nodded and began checking the nav computations for our arrival Earthside.

I opened a batch of new job postings and ran my eye down the list. None of them looked terribly promising, most looking for carriage to systems at least three wormhole skips away, but I stopped short of deleting any until I had the reports on Yuskeya's new wormholes. Any planet in any system could get a whole lot closer if an advantageous wormhole were discovered.

“Beta Comae?” a voice boomed suddenly right behind me. “We don't want to go to Beta Comae, do we?”

Baden Methyr was an outstanding communications officer, but his practical jokes were usually the juvenile kind. I was glad I hadn't jumped. He'd managed to sneak up behind me silently and look over my shoulder at the screen.

“We might,” I said mildly. “Some reason you don't want to visit Jertenda, Baden?  A woman with a grudge, perhaps?”

“A grudge and a plasma rifle, maybe?” Rei suggested sweetly. “Wouldn't be the only planet in Nearspace, would it?”

“Ladies, you wound me,” he said, placing a hand theatrically over his heart and sliding into the comm station skimchair. He set down the mug he was carrying and docked the thumb-sized communications module into the implant on his left forearm. “Shall we let Earth know we're almost there?”

“Go ahead.”  I nodded. “And find out where they want to berth us.”

“Do you want Central Mass for the cargo?” Baden asked. “Or somewhere else first?”

“Take Central Mass if we can get it. I'm going to visit Hirin, but I can take a flitter up to Nova Scotia. Judging by the number of job proposals on this list I'd say it's a busy time, so we'll have to go where they send us. If we can't get reasonably close to Boston, I'll hire out the delivery.”

“See what I can do.”  He ran a hand through his cocoa-coloured hair and was all business suddenly, although I knew he would turn on the sweet talk if the situation warranted it. He'd just see who he got on the other end of the communications Wave Augmented Visual Emmission at Berthing Administration first.

“Where's Viss?” I asked. He should have been down in Engineering by now, but he hadn't reported in.

“Encrypted message came in for him,” said Baden, putting a finger over the tiny mic on the comm module he was using to talk to Berthing. “He took it down in Engineering. I expect he'll be calling up any minute. And there's a live incoming for you via WaVE, Captain. Karro Paixon, Sagan Space Station.”

“I'll take it in my quarters. That's my uncle,” I lied easily.

Baden nodded, his fingers skimming the touchscreen as he transferred the feed. He turned his attention back to Berthing with a wide grin. “Well, hello again, karulino.”

I rolled my eyes. If he was flirting with her, it looked good for a berth wherever we wanted it. Baden has a certain touch.

I didn't run down the corridor to my quarters, but I hurried. “Karro?”

His face grinned at me from the screen. “All secure?”

I nodded.

“Great. Hi, Mom. Thought I'd tell you where I am, since you're passing through.”

“Hello, filo. How'd you know I was here?”  He looked good, happy. A little more grey at the temples, a few more wrinkles around the eyes. Whatever the secret of my longevity was, it hadn't found a way past the placental barrier and into my children.

He chuckled. “You're a hard woman to catch up with. I always leave a standing request at the station comm to notify me if the Tane Ikai passes heading Earthside. You look great.”

“Thanks. How's everybody?”

“Aliande's here with me this time, just for a change of scenery. She's not going crazy yet, inside what she calls 'this metal cave,' but we're here for another month. Joash and Klaire are Earthside. We're all well.”

Surely he'd have told me any bad news by now, but my chest felt tight as I asked, “And your father?”

Karro shrugged and shook his head, a frown threatening to overtake his features. “I don't know, Mom, he's up and down. Maja's trying to get him to try some new treatments but he seems . . . I don't know . . . too tired to be bothered.”

I nodded. “I've got some medicine for him, from Vileyra. Maybe he'll try that.”

“Are you going to see Maja?”

“Probably.”

“Good luck,” Karro said, his grin returning. He knew how well Maja and I usually got along. Or didn't.

“Oh, don't be mean. Your sister's just—”

“I know, I know. She's just Maja. I guess my time's about up. Will you be stopping at the station?”

“Don't know yet. It depends on what jobs come up. I'll be in touch, though.”

“Okay. Give my love to Dad when you see him. Love you, Mom.”  He blew me a kiss, and I saw age spots on his hand that I hadn't noticed before.

“I love you, too, Karro. I'll try to see you soon. Love to Aliande.”  His face faded as the WaVE ended.

“Kapitano?”  Viss Feron's gravelly voice emerged from the ship's comm.

“How's everything down there, Viss?” I asked.

“Clear sailing. Tell Rei the ship's ready to bring us in. Any idea how long we'll be in port this time?”

I knew he was itching to start tearing things apart, just so he could put them back together. “Not yet, Viss. I'll have a schedule soon. We won't leave 'til you get that new filter in place.”

“I'd like to clean the plasma intakes, Captain. A day is all I'd need.”

“Noted. I'll keep you up-to-date.”

I switched the view on my screen to mirror the bridge view, and Earth floated before us, more beautiful, in my opinion, than any other planet in Nearspace. Humans have colonized enough planets to call many places home, but Earth is the one I love. I sat back in my desk chair and let the servos massage my back for a minute while I took in the vista of the slowly-spinning planet. We were home again, with a hold full of top-notch cargo and plenty of job offers on the board, the Tane Ikai was in fine shape, and my crew was still managing to get along. My family was well. Life was good.

The feeling lasted almost a full minute before a familiar knot of sick apprehension twisted in my stomach. How was Hirin, really?  Would I have a fight with my daughter this time around, or would we just ignore each other?  I was never sure which was worse. And would PrimeCorp back off or keep hounding me if I left their message unanswered?

Then there was the big question, the one that raised its head every time a planet, Earth or any other, shimmered to life on the viewscreen. Could my mother be here?  Alive?  She'd be getting close to a hundred and thirty years old, the average lifespan for humans these days, and she'd been on the run from PrimeCorp for decades. Every day I felt my chances of finding her dwindling.

I glanced down at my unlined hands resting on the datapad. Maybe I'd never understand why, but if I could find her, she might have some answers. That was the driving force that had kept me plying the vastness of Nearspace for over fifty years. As long as she was out there, I'd keep looking.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Two
Family Ties and Knotty Situations

 

 

 

 

 

Harried-looking nurses nodded pleasantly to me as I made my way up the lavender-walled corridor to Hirin's room. A few new faces regarded me with interest. I wasn't an adherent of the latest fashions in biosuits and chameleon fabrics—take a good old-fashioned pair of organic denim jeans and a simple white t-shirt, throw a long black synth-leather coat over it and you can go just about anywhere, in my opinion. Rei had long ago despaired of getting me into any of the outrageous styles she favoured, though deep down I knew they'd garner me fewer stares than my usual clothes did.

I pushed the door of Hirin's room open gently, in case he was sleeping, but he sat hunched over an open datapad on his desk and turned when he heard the door. His grizzled face split into a grin when he saw me.

“Luta!”  He tried to get up in a hurry, wavered and had to grasp at the edge of the cluttered desk for balance.

“Wait, Hirin, I'm coming.”  I crossed the room to steady him. He swept his arms around me as soon as I was in reach and pulled me close, and I leaned in, careful not to unbalance him again, and rested my head against his chest. His heartbeat was steady but somehow delicate, and tears pricked my eyes at the sound. He seemed to have . . . faded . . . since the last time I'd seen him, two months ago. Thinner now, more fragile.

He pulled back to hold me at arm's length. “You look beautiful, as usual,” he said, and bent to place a chaste kiss on my lips.

I pulled the bag of herbs out of my knapsack and held them out to him. “From Vileyra. Supposed to heal all sorts of muscle and nerve damage.”

He took them with a smile and sniffed them, wrinkled his nose and put them on the desk atop a stack of papers. Gingerly he lowered himself back into his chair, swivelling to face me with a smile. “So how is everything?  Easy run this time?”

I nodded, and sat on the end of the bed. “Good cargo, no passengers to babysit. What about you?  How are you feeling?”

Hirin shrugged. “So-so. Karro's on Sagan Station again, did you know that?”

“He WaVed me when we went past. We had a nice chat. I hear Maja's giving you a hard time,” I said with a grin.

“Not as hard as she gives you,” he said, grinning back. Maja and I seemed to have more difficulties every time I saw her. I think it's because I look more like her younger sister than her mother now. Karro doesn't have a problem with it, but maybe men can deal with that kind of thing easier than women can.

Hirin's grin didn't last, though. “Maja's worried about me,” he said with a sigh. “Keeps urging me to have this test or take that therapy. I know she means well, but . . .”

“You never liked a fuss.”

He smiled at me. “No, I never did,” he agreed. “Let's change the subject.”

“Okej, what are you working on now?”  I nodded at the overflowing desk.

He shrugged. “This and that. An idea for a new plasma intake system, some research. Nothing very exciting.”

“That's what you always say, and it's always brilliant.”

“You're my wife, you have to say that,” he said, grinning. “Listen, want to hear some interesting gossip?”

“Sure.”

Hirin leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of him, tapping them against his lips. It was a habit he'd had since we'd met and I almost teared up again. I focused on what he was saying.

“A doctor—a Vilisian doctor—came in here a few weeks ago,” he began. “Said he was a geriatrics researcher or some such. Wanted data on all of us, how old we were, lifestyles, everything that was wrong with us now. Admin said it was okay with them, but they wouldn't just hand over our records. He had to talk to each of us himself and as far as Admin was concerned, we could tell him whatever we wanted.

“I had a pleasant visit with him—hell, it was someone to talk to—told him almost everything he wanted to know. He was a good listener. But he was an even better talker, if you got him started, and he let slip two things you'd want to know.”

He coughed suddenly, the kind of cough that catches your breath hard and won't let go, and I poured him a drink of water from the carafe on his bedside table. I had to wait, with one hand on his back, while he fought to get control of his breathing again. His shoulder blades felt sharp and frail under my fingers as his body shuddered with the force of the coughing. A blonde nurse popped her head in, but smiled and left when she saw he wasn't alone. The smell of cafeteria food wafted in with her, not particularly appetizing.

“Ho ve, sorry,” he managed finally, gasping in between sips of water. “Where was I?”

“The Vilisian doctor,” I prompted. “Why is a Vilisian interested in human aging?”

Hirin shrugged. “Their lifespans are about the same as ours, a little shorter, if anything. He thinks maybe he can find something the two physiologies have in common. Anyway, he said he was looking for passage to Kiando in the next few weeks. Seems the Chairman of one of the colonies there has a serious interest in anti-aging research. Not just rejuv, something better than that.”

I shook my head. “I hope it works better than the last time.”  Three decades ago a corporation—Nicadico, not PrimeCorp—had released an anti-aging treatment called “Longate” that was touted as the first tangible step toward human immortality. The research hadn't been sound, though; problematic data from medical trials was buried, a lot of money had changed hands surreptitiously, and a frightening number of people had consequently died. Turned out that the cumulative effect of several courses of treatment caused cascading organ failure on an irreversible scale.

The Longate disaster made anti-aging research a pariah field for a long time, although people gradually overcame their aversion as the beacon of immortality brightened again. No further real breakthroughs had happened, though—whether from over-caution or scientific obstacles, I didn't know.

Hirin nodded. “That little fiasco set the whole field back decades. This Chairman Buig, now, he seems serious. The kind of serious he's willing to back up with money. Big money, corporation money, but not for payoffs, for good solid research. Now, here's the thing. My Vilisian friend heard—by way of a long ravel of hearsay, mind you—that this Chairman has a lady researcher there with 'extensive experience' in the field. Supposedly has some revolutionary ideas.”  He stopped to let the words sink in.

“You think it could be Mother?”  I didn't mean to whisper, but force of habit made me. I'd trained myself a long time ago to know that PrimeCorp could be listening anytime, anywhere.

Hirin shrugged. “No idea, but it made me wonder. Now, it's only rumour, and who knows how many times it's passed from one ear to the next. This doctor put enough stock in it to want to travel there to see if he could catch up with her. 'Course it's all supposed to be very secret—won't be for long if the doctor keeps blabbing about it—but there it is, for what it's worth.”

I reached out to lay a hand on his age-worn one. His skin felt warm, but fragile as tissue. He'd been helping me look for her for decades now. “Thanks, Hirin. You never let me down.”

A brief look of discomfort crossed his face and I added, “But Kiando!  That's a long run, longer than I ever take. I'd be away for too long.”

Hirin nodded. “Three months or more. I know you never like to be gone more than six weeks at the outside.”  He cocked his head disapprovingly at me. “I also know it's because of me, and I don't like that.”

“I know. Because you never like a fuss,” I said again. “I don't do it because I think I have to. I just—don't like being away that long.”

“Well, that's what you always say, anyway. And if it's true, it makes this a little easier . . .”  His smile faded and he sighed. “I have a favour to ask you, Luta. I was hoping I'd see you back soon for another reason, more than just passing along what I'd heard.”

He looked so serious that fear gripped me. “What is it?”

Hirin pulled his hand from under mine and patted my arm. “Oh, it's pretty bad, no sense trying to hide the fact.”  He got up slowly and shuffled across the tiny room to the door, making sure it was shut tight before he turned to face me again, leaning back against it. He looked even paler against its cheery, robin's-egg paint. “I'm not going to live much longer.”

I started to protest but he held up a hand. “No, it's true. The virus has resurfaced and it's attacking organs this time. Everything they can think of to fight it will only do damage in other ways. Even the bioscavengers are overwhelmed. It's a no-win situation.”

Tears stung my eyes but I fought them down, resolved that I wouldn't cry. If he could be logical about this then so could I. “Well, then, I'm certainly not going anywhere right now, let alone Kiando. I'll stay here for as long as you—”

“Last?”  Hirin smiled. “You can say it, I don't mind, but that's not the favour I want, Luta. What I had in mind—I don't know. It might be even more difficult than staying.”

I frowned. “What is it?  You know I'll do it if I can.”

He nodded. “I know, I know. All right.”  He left the door and limped back to sit beside me on the bed, taking my hand in both of his. “I think you should find the doctor, take the job, and skip him out to Mu Cassiopeia system. And,” he took a deep breath, “I want you to take me with you.”

As well as I knew my husband after almost sixty years together, I hadn't seen it coming. We'd agreed long ago that he wasn't up to space travel any longer. “But then you won't have access to any treatment at all!  You'll probably die on the way there.”

He just looked at me then, the blue-grey eyes I knew so very well steady on mine, and I realized suddenly that what I had said was exactly the point. My voice came out in a whisper again, although not from fear of eavesdroppers this time.

“That's what you want, isn't it?”

He leaned over and kissed me gently again, his lips papery and warm on mine. “I want to die in space. We spent so much time out among the stars—that's where I want to be at the end. Out there. With you.”

That's when logic abandoned me and the tears would not be denied any longer. Hirin's arms were surprisingly strong around me while I sobbed against his sunken chest.

 

 

I didn't call Maja when I left Hirin, although that had been my original plan. Now I wanted to get back to the Tane Ikai, see if any of the requests for passage to Kiando might be from Hirin's researcher, and let the crew know that we'd be shipping out again soon.

I hardly remember walking back to the lot where I'd left the rented flitter, and I had to match up the numbers on the flight release chip and the hull to find the right one. My mind churned fretfully, trying to deal with too many things at once.

While the practical part of my brain was planning the next half-hour's worth of work and piloting the flitter through the light rain that spattered the windscreen, the emotional part thrummed chaotically. Mother!  Could she really be on Kiando, helping some Chairman extend his life?  It didn't sound like the altruistic woman I'd known until just after my fourteenth birthday, when she disappeared from our lives in order to protect us from PrimeCorp. Decades had passed since then, I reminded myself, and who knew what her financial—or ethical—situation might be now?

Then in mid-thought my mind would jump to Hirin!  Dying?  I'd known it would come, but I'd always hoped for a treatment, an anti-aging breakthrough—even a wild hope that if I found Mother, she might be able to help. She was a geneticist, after all. One thing about never aging oneself—it made aging in others much more difficult to accept. I didn't like to think about how many friends I'd lost over the years because things would just get too uncomfortable. After a while they'd start to look at me in a certain way, and I'd see them wondering. Then we'd slowly drift apart, and it was always painful.

Which led naturally to Maja. She's not going to like this. She meant well, but there were many things we just . . . clashed over. We'd been doing it since she was a child and hated living on board a far trader. She thought that I should “act my age,” even if I didn't look it. That I should be staying on Earth, caring for Hirin. That I had an unreasonable distrust of PrimeCorp. She even thought my ongoing search for Mother was an obsessive waste of time that had played havoc in our own family. Sadly, we avoided each other most of the time. It was just easier that way.

I flew out of the rain somewhere over the White Mountains, but I wasn't in the mood for sightseeing. I kept my eyes on the controls as I turned things over in my mind.

Karro would be okay with Hirin's decision. He had a good relationship with both of us, loved us, but was too busy living his own life as a researcher to be overly concerned with ours. Maja would be a different story—Maja wouldn't want to say goodbye to her father, and she'd despise me even more for “taking him away.”  I could play out the conversation between us before I'd even spoken to her, and it wasn't going to be pleasant.

Right about then I realized someone was following me.

It had been a blip on my nav screen for the past while, but my mental distractions kept me from noticing the obvious— that it shouldn't have been keeping such a steady pace with me. I hadn't turned on the autopilot because I really didn't want to get back to the ship until I'd had time to sort things through. Consequently, my speed had been erratic. I'd slow down when I got too deep in thought, then speed up again when I realized what was happening. To stay consistently with me all this time, my follower must have been deliberately matching my speed.

The ship was just at the outer limit of my vision when I glanced out the rear view port, the sun glinting off a shiny hull of indeterminate colour. Too far away to tell what size or make it was. I checked my instrument panel, but the rental flitters were pretty basic, not equipped with magnification or scanning options. I slowed again, hoping it would catch up with me, but once again it matched my speed. That confirmed it. They were definitely following me.

I couldn't see much else to do but stay on course for the docking station. I kept my eyes on that glint behind me, doing nothing to make my follower think I'd spotted him. The rain started up again just outside Boston, and the glint became a small black dot against the darkening sky.

Back at the Central Mass docking station, I returned the flitter and found an excuse to chat with the rental agent for a few minutes, keeping a surreptitious watch on the other incoming flight traffic. Just about when I predicted, a top-of-the-line flitter landed at the outer edge of the ring, its bright titanium-coloured hull glistening with raindrops. No-one emerged, and the hull bore no logo or lettering. PrimeCorp, I suspected. It wouldn't be the first time they'd dogged me. Within a minute or two, it lifted off again and headed west, disappearing into the fog that had rolled in.

I finished my conversation and, without glancing back, followed the breezeway to the docking ring where the Tane Ikai lay berthed. I still felt an itch between my shoulder blades, as if someone were back there watching me, but I tried to shake it off. No-one had even gotten out of the flitter. What I couldn't figure out was why they'd followed me. I had made no secret of where we were docked, so if someone wanted to find me, they'd taken a round about route to do it.

PrimeCorp bastardos. I'd be damned if I'd let them rattle me. I resolutely put the whole incident out of my thoughts. I had enough to worry about.

I emerged onto a silent bridge, all the consoles dark and the skimchairs empty, the viewscreen black. It was like coming home to an empty house, depressing and lonely. I made my way down the short corridor to my own cabin to work. At least it wasn't unusual to be alone there.

The door of Baden's cabin slid open as I passed. “Captain!  Back so soon?  Thought you'd be visiting your family.”

He'd changed out of the marine-blue biosuit he usually wore shipboard and was wearing street clothes, a chameleon-fabric shirt that clung to his upper body and cycled gradually and subtly through a range of cool colours, from aquamarine to emerald and all the gradations in between. His pants looked like denim, but they were more likely bio-weave from the planet Renata. One of two inhabited planets in the Delta Pavonis system, Renata did a big export business in the organic fabric that had an inherent temperature-modulating feature.

With his cocoa-brown hair still damp from the shower and the planes of his face freshly shaven, he looked, quite simply, gorgeous. He reminded me of Hirin when we were young, and it didn't improve my mood.

“Don't be too long if you're leaving the ship, Baden, we're probably shipping out again soon.”

I must have spoken more sharply than I intended, because he raised his eyebrows. “What's—okej, Captain.”

“Was all the cargo delivered?”

“Yes, the last client left about fifteen minutes ago. The hold's clear and the bots are sweeping up.”

“Bona.”

“When you say, 'soon,' Captain, do you mean—?”

I relented. “Not before tomorrow night at the earliest, Baden. Probably not even that soon, really. Just check in tomorrow, all right?”

He looked like he'd say something more, but he only nodded and left, his footsteps echoing in the corridor. I turned and went into my cabin. Baden had tried his charms on me for a while when he first joined my crew, but eventually he'd accepted my rebuffs graciously. It would have been easy to say I was married, but that would raise more questions than it would answer, so I'd simply acted as if I wasn't interested. If it hadn't been for Hirin, I might have been, but we'd never had that kind of marriage and I wasn't about to start now, even in the strange circumstances that had entwined us. I thought that Baden and Rei sought solace with each other occasionally, especially on the longer runs. If it made them happy, it was fine with me.

It was something I never got used to, though, being the odd one out after all those years flying with Hirin.

I sighed and got down to work. The request for passage to Kiando was there on the job log, and the name matched Hirin's information. I sent an offer to the researcher, a Dr. Ndasa, knocking ten percent off the usual passenger fee just in case he had a tight fist. I did a quick scan for cargo offers going to Mars, the Cassiopeias or other systems en route, and sent out a few tenders. Might as well have the cargo pods full wherever we were going.

A knock sounded at the cabin door and Rei poked her head in. She looked fabulous, skin glowing, hair down and flowing around her shoulders like water. I wished suddenly that I'd gone for a facial, too. I could use some pampering.

“You're back!” she said, echoing Baden's words.

“I'm back,” I agreed, “and on the trail of a new job. A few new jobs. We might not be here very long.”

I'd tried to keep my voice matter-of-fact but Rei knew me too well. She came into the cabin and shut the door behind her. “What's wrong, Luta?”

“There have been some—unforeseen developments.”  I leaned back in my chair and tucked my feet up under me.

Rei flopped gracefully into my big reading chair, the one that I allow myself as a captain's luxury. She, too, was dressed in street clothes, if you could call them that. I know I wouldn't be seen on the street in them. Not even in my cabin. It was a two-piece golden biosuit, with flowing fabric bits intermixed with something that looked like medieval chain mail. Whatever you wanted to call it, Rei could carry it off.

“Hirin?”  She said it softly.

“Well, yes, but probably not quite what you think.”  I thought maybe if I talked fast, I wouldn't start crying again. “He had a few bits of news. One was a possible lead on my mother. On Kiando.”  Rei was the only person in the crew who knew I was looking for her—but she didn't know everything about why.

Her eyebrows shot up. “That's a long run. Do you think it's worth investigating?”

I shrugged. “Might be. We might have a job that would take us that far. Hirin doesn't have much longer to live,” I blurted suddenly.

“Oh, honey,” she said, but that was all.

“But here's the interesting part.”  I swung my legs down and leaned forward, resting my elbows on the clear desktop. “He wants to ship out with us when we leave Earth this time. He wants to die in space.”

There, I'd said it, and I still wasn't crying.

She thought about it. “Well, the guest quarters are empty,” she said matter-of-factly. “I'd put him in there, it's closer to your room than the passenger cabins.”

“So you think it's a good idea?”

Rei nodded. “If it's what he wants, I don't see any harm in it—except that it will be harder for you, right?”

I clamped my lips together tightly, because she'd hit upon the thing I'd been too cowardly to admit to myself.

“In the end it might be better for both of you this way. It's been a lot of years with a lot of distance between you.”

I nodded. The incoming message alarm chimed and I shamelessly used the distraction to change the subject. As I'd hoped, it was from Dr. Ndasa, and I pressed the screen to take it realtime.

“Saluton,” I said in Esper. “Good afternoon, Dr. Ndasa.”  He was an older Vilisian male, the amber-coloured flesh around his jowls wrinkled, the tips of his low-set, slightly upswept ears poking through ebony hair pulled back into the usual thick braid. A few pale amber streaks ran through his hair, the Vilisian equivalent of grey. He looked at me with eyes the shade of dark violet common to his race.

“Captain Paixon?”  He seemed startled, looking at me with what, even on a Vilisian face, seemed an odd expression. “Th-thank you for your message,” he stammered.

I couldn't imagine he had a problem with my speaking Esper; the Vilisians were generally good linguists and he could probably converse with me in several Earth languages, although they often clung to the older, more stiffly constructed Esperanto. When we'd first become allies with the Vilisians, during the Chron War, they'd had to use clunky computerized speakerboxes to converse with us, Vilisian voices being pitched too high for humans to hear. In the long years since then they'd fixed the problem with some kind of implant, and a distinct accent replaced the stilted mechanical voices. I gave him points for pronouncing my last name correctly, pay-zon and not paxon. Of course, he'd already encountered Hirin, so he had a head start.

“Were you interested in travelling on the Tane Ikai?” I asked. Perhaps he hadn't been expecting a female captain.

“Oh . . . oh yes, I am,” he managed. He must have realized that he hadn't yet greeted me properly, and hurriedly made the usual Vilisian gesture, the touch of a palm to eyes, lips and heart. Then he blinked and seemed to make an effort to shake off whatever had made him uneasy. “I haven't had many other offers.”

I wasn't surprised. Kiando was a long run—three wormhole skips with long insystem stretches between—and there wasn't much passenger traffic direct from Earth to the Cassiopeias. I mentioned Hirin, hoping to put the alien more at ease, and his face broke into a smile, the wrinkles in his skin thinning and flattening.

“My good friend Hirin Paixon!  He is family?”

“He is family,” I agreed. “He may be making the trip with us, so you can speak with him again if you like.”

“But his health!  Is it wise?”  The doctor seemed truly concerned, which made me like him despite his initial weirdness. Maybe it was just an alien thing.

I shrugged. “It is—irrelevant,” I said finally. “He wishes it.”

The doctor nodded his head sagely, and we turned the conversation back to business. Rei waved silently to me and left the room.

When we had completed our conversation and terminated the connection, I sat back from the screen. Dr. Ndasa's words rang in my head. Is it wise?  I smiled. No, it was not wise, but wisdom had not been a notably guiding principle of our lives together. It was too late to start taking much notice of it now.

 


 

 

Chapter Three
Shortcuts and Long Moments

 

 

 

 

 

I was busy following up cargo tenders an hour later when Yuskeya hailed me over the ship's comm.

“Captain?”

“Right here, Yuskeya.”

“Do you have a minute?  I have the wormhole data. I think you'll want to see it.”

“I'm on my way.”  I went to the galley first and fixed myself a double caff. My eyes felt bleary after staring at cargo manifests for too long, trying to decide which were the most advantageous offers. If we made the skip to Kiando our first priority, which I wanted to do, it didn't leave much leeway for arranging other stops. The trip to Mu Cassiopeia involved skipping through three wormholes, taking us through the MI 2 Eridani and Beta Hydri systems. I could take on cargo for Mars, the planet Eri in MI 2 and either Vele or Vileyra in Beta Hydri, but that was as far as I wanted to stretch it for cargo hauling. Any more stops would add too much time, and the mysterious female scientist on Kiando could leave long before we got there. It had to be a balancing act.

I sighed and breathed the caff's enticing fragrance in deeply, the mug warm in my hands. Was she my mother?  Was there really much chance, or was I still hanging on to a groundless hope that I'd been chasing for thirty years now?

Our life had been fairly normal, as far as I could remember, up until the time I was nine. Mother was a scientist and worked for PrimeCorp. I knew she worked on anti-aging research, but that was all I understood. She talked to me sometimes about how someday we'd live forever, would have probably found a way long before then if it hadn't been for the Chron War and then the Retrogression, but hell, I was nine, how closely did I listen?  I went to school, I had friends. I was happy.

One day my mother came home from work and took Father into the study. They had a long, low-voiced conversation that lasted until my little brother Lanar finally pounded on the door and demanded some supper. They didn't say much when they came out, although they both looked grave. The next morning we woke to find our entire apartment packed up to move, and we left on a far trader before noon. There wasn't much in the way of explanation, only that this was “the way it had to be” and that it was for our safety. A succession of travels, moves, and midnight getaways continued until I turned fourteen.

That's when Mother said she couldn't keep putting all of us in danger and that she'd have to “go away” for a while. They fought about it, she and Father, but in the end there came a morning when she just wasn't there. For a while we received sporadic, untraceable messages, saying she loved us. Then—nothing. Father never believed that anything bad had happened to her, and after I'd stopped being angry and started noticing how neither Lanar nor I aged past about thirty, I didn't want to believe it, either. I wanted to find her. Lanar had used the opportunities presented by his Protectorate career to search for her for a long time, too.

“Captain?  Are you coming?”  Yuskeya's voice on the comm broke my reverie.

“Sorry, I'll be right there.”

Yuskeya had been fidgeting while she waited for me; all the workstations were tidy, all the screens wiped clean. Yuskeya's one of those people who cleans when she needs to calm her mind. I've never understood people like that, but it's handy sometimes to have one on your crew.

Anyway, it was a good sign. It probably meant she had something interesting to tell me.

“Okej, what did you find?”  I was hopeful there might be something to help on this new job, but I wasn't letting myself get too excited. Wormholes that actually made any of the trade routes shorter didn't turn up very often. In the first place, they were dangerous to explore and there weren't many hole-spelunkers. They're mostly either already rich or already dead. In the second place, wormholes didn't have to make sense. They simply existed, had probably been around since the creation of the universe. They weren't all useful. If a wormhole led to a system with a habitable planet, eventually we colonized it, but most of them didn't. Occasionally a new one provided a shortcut to somewhere we wanted to go.

She looked up from her screen and grinned. “Two out of six useful, Captain. They're nice ones, too.”

“Really?”  I slid a skimchair over from communications to look at her screen. She pulled up a number of starmaps and overlaid them.

“Now watch.”  She typed in a command and twelve endpoints appeared in green, connected in pairs by broken yellow lines. Four of them started in Nearspace but ended in systems that didn't even have names yet, just Gliese Codes from the star catalogue. Two, however, looked promising.

“This one,” said Yuskeya, tracing a broken line with a delicate finger, “starts near Eri and ends not far from Jertenda in Beta Comae Berenices, so that cuts a whole lot of time off that run.”

She looked up at me and I nodded. “Impressive.”

“And this one,” she said, indicating the other wormhole, “goes between MI 2 and GI 892.”

“Great.”  It was hard to keep the disappointment out of my voice. I know I had no right to expect it, but neither route was going to make the trip to Kiando any faster.

Yuskeya notices everything. “I thought you'd be pleased!”

“Well, I am. I was just hoping there'd be something that would work for the Cassiopeias. It was silly.”

She pursed her lips and I realized she was suppressing a smile. “Want to take another look?”

I frowned and leaned in toward the screen, but I still couldn't see what she meant. “The Beta Comae Berenices route eliminates one skip, but the in-system travel times would still be longer.”  Since every wormhole seems to be similar in “length” no matter how distant the systems they connect, in-system travel times are the deciding factor in making routes longer or shorter.

Yuskeya grinned. “That's not it.”

I grimaced. “I'm stulta today, I guess. You'll have to tell me.”

“It's risky. You may not want to do it,” she said. “Look at where this second hole terminates. It's only about two days from the Split.”

I saw it then. The Split was a wormhole that connected the uninhabited system GI 892 and Delta Pavonis. Another wormhole out of Delta Pavonis terminated about a day's journey from Cengare, Kiando's sister planet. Yuskeya was right, that route could cut a good bit off the travel time.

The Split was rarely travelled, however, for very good reason.

I don't pretend to understand exactly how wormhole travel works—you'd have to talk to Viss for that and you'd probably come away feeling like you'd just stuck your head into a plasma drive. I do know that the skip drive generates a thin layer of what the physicists call “Krasnikov matter,” enough to keep the wormhole from destabilizing while a ship is inside it. Then it uses alternating positive and negative energy pulses to launch the ship into the wormhole at one end. The effects of the Krasnikov matter and the pulses allow the ship to skip along the tunnel-like inside of the wormhole, much like a rock skipping on water. A Ford-Roman field holds the ship intact, countering the immense forces at work inside the wormhole and protecting it from the high-frequency radiation, which would prove disastrous for ship and crew.

However, unlike a rock skipping on water, the skips don't follow a straight line. As the Ford-Roman field repels from one side of the hole, the ship slides around to bounce the next time off the other side, to create a water-going-down-the-drain effect.

Inside the ship, one isn't aware of these sensations, or at least they're very faint. Some folks feel slightly nauseous, and occasionally someone takes a heart attack, but it's rare. The hardest thing for most people to deal with is that the pseudo-grav fields get intensified, so it's pretty difficult to move around during a skip. Possible, but not fun. Sit and stay until we're out the other side, is what I tell passengers. It's a whole lot easier that way.

The problem with the Split is this: once you get inside it, you realize quickly that it's only half a wormhole. From outside, the terminal point is just like any other. But inside, the usual tube-like passage is more like the half-pipe used in extreme gravity sports. While one half of the tube looks perfectly normal (for a wormhole), the other half of the tube—well, it either isn't there or isn't anything we can figure out. Instead of a brilliantly colour-shifting wall, that half is simply a plain grey haze, no sensors can penetrate it, and no probe that's gone through it has ever come back or been heard from again. So you can't skip through it the way you can a normal wormhole; you don't get that water-down-a-drain effect. Everything has to be tightly controlled—field, speed, pulses and other delicate factors—so the ship can go the whole distance like a skipping rock, in a relatively straight line down the normal half of the wormhole. Very few crews will take it on.

I'd done it once before. It was an emergency, it was unavoidable, and Hirin was piloting. I didn't know if I could do it with anyone else, even Rei. I'd have to think about it.

Yuskeya just sat there looking at me, her ebony eyes bright. She'd never say it, but she was daring me to say it was a bad idea.

“You might have a point, Yuskeya,” I said with my best poker face. “Any far trader willing to go that route could offer some pretty nice discounts. I'll see what the others think.”

“They'd do it if you wanted them to,” she said.

“Maybe.”  What was she waiting for me to say?  You'd think at my age I could read people better. “Good work, Yuskeya, and thanks for telling me about it. We'll discuss it with the others later.”

I didn't bother telling her not to mention it until then. I was sure she wouldn't be able to resist anyway, and that way they'd be prepared by the time I brought it up. I could get a reaction they'd had time to think about, not an automatic one.

I heard the main bridge hatch cycle open as I went down the corridor to my cabin, still carrying my half-empty mug of caff.

Yuskeya said, “Viss!  Come here for a minute. I want to show you something.”

I smiled. Maybe I wasn't so stulta after all.

 

 

The next day I got a call from Hirin's nursing home. I was listed in their records as his next-of-kin, although to avoid questions about the age difference we hadn't specified the relationship.

“Ms. Paixon?” The woman on my screen looked very corporate, with grey-streaked hair pulled back rather severely from her pinched and taut face. Her dark grey suit was unrelieved by any hint of colour or pattern, and although she wore earrings, they were also grey. I didn't remember her from the time we'd admitted Hirin there.

“How can I help you?” I asked.

She folded her hands on her desk. “My name is Evlyn Travis, I'm an administrator at Holbencare. We've had a rather abrupt and worrisome notice from Hirin Paixon, that he intends to leave our care,” she said. “I'm not sure that such a move should be permitted.”

Permitted?  Odd way to put it. “Yes, I've spoken with Hirin about this matter,” I told her. “It may not be convenient, but it's his decision.”

She leaned forward a little and softened her face. I had the impression it was a very deliberate gesture. “His health is really not good, Ms. Paixon,” she said. “It is not in his best interests to leave here, but sometimes the older residents . . . well, they get these strange notions.”

“I've spoken to him about his health, thank you, and I do understand the situation. But it is his decision to make—”

She interrupted me smoothly, as if I hadn't been speaking. “Now, you may not be aware that it's possible to apply to the courts for a declaration of incompetency—”

“Hirin is quite mentally competent, I assure you,” I snapped. “I'm sure you'll have no trouble finding someone to occupy his room, if that's your concern.”

She managed to look misunderstood and sorrowful. “Our only concern is for the welfare of our residents,” she said. “Perhaps you haven't been fully informed concerning Mr. Paixon's health situation—”

“As I understand it, he's dying, and there's nothing to be done to save him,” I said bluntly.

Evlyn Travis blinked. “It's—very serious, yes. So you can see why—”

“In which case,” I continued, “I don't see that it makes a hell of a lot of difference if he's here, there, or orbiting Mars. His residence fees will be paid until the end of the month. If there's paperwork to be done, please have it completed as soon as possible. I'll sign anything necessary to relieve you of responsibility.”

“It's neither the money nor the liability we're concerned about,” she said stiffly. “We simply feel that the most beneficial health care option would be for Mr. Paixon to remain with us. His wish to leave does not seem . . . rational.”

“Then thank you for your concern, Ms. Travis,” I said coldly. “It certainly seems rational to me. And I'll tell Mr. Paixon that everything is arranged.”

I didn't wait for her to say anything else, and broke the connection. Yes, it was rude, but my heart was pounding and my chest felt swollen with repressed sorrow. And anger. To suggest that Hirin was not in his right mind! I pushed away from my desk and stood, pulling a deep breath and moving into the familiar rhythm of my tae-ga-chi workout to try and calm down. The fluid ease of the form, with its interlock of sweeping hand movements and choreographed steps, was my favourite way to regain focus and center my mind. Block, bend, step, balance, reach . . . muscles loosened and relaxed into a meditative, physical mantra, leading my emotions to follow suit. I could complete this particular form inside a three-foot square, making it perfect for small shipboard spaces. After only a few moments, my body settled into the well-known cadence and I started to feel better.

Another incoming call beeped and I moved to the screen, chest tightening again. This time it was Hirin himself. His grizzled face looked about as angry as I'd ever seen it, and he was breathing fast. “Luta? You won't believe the visit I got from the administration here this morning!”

I leaned toward him. “It's okay, Hirin, calm down. I think I can guess, as a matter of fact. They're trying to talk you out of leaving?”

He barked a short, humourless laugh. “As good as told me I wasn't allowed to leave, if you can believe that. I gave them a piece of my mind, I can tell you.”

I smiled. I could just imagine how that had gone, and now I knew what had prompted my call from Evlyn Travis. “I hope you didn't give them too much. They already seem to think you're getting a little short in that department.”

He stared at me, uncomprehending, then chuckled. “They called you.”

“And I told them in no uncertain terms that you were sane, you were leaving, and that was the end of it. Don't worry. When the Tane Ikai lifts off, you'll be aboard. I promise.”

Hirin drew a deep breath. “I haven't told Maja yet.”

“Well, she's not going to like it, but she can't stop you.”

“I think we should tell her together, if you don't mind.”

I nodded. “I think you're right. Just let me know when, and I'll be there.”

We ended the call, and I went back to my tae-ga-chi. It took a while before I felt better.

 

 

Three days passed in a frenzy of preparations. If PrimeCorp was following me around, they were being much more covert about it, because I didn’t notice any more suspicious flitters or individuals as I made my way around the spaceport and the city. Dr. Ndasa had accepted my tender. I took cargo hauling jobs for Mars, Eri, Rhea, and Renata, but nothing beyond that, so that my ultimate destination wouldn't be on the records. I couldn't find any other passengers. I wasn't too disappointed about that. Most people would have backed out when they heard we were going through the Split, anyway.

Not surprisingly, no-one on the crew had a problem with that, and if they were willing, then I could accept the risks, too. Viss stated flatly that he was not going unless he had a chance to clean those plasma intakes and tinker with a few other things, but I gave him the go-ahead and then he was fine with it. Baden raised his eyebrows but said nothing. I already knew Yuskeya was willing, and Rei let out a whoop of joy.

“I get to pilot the Split!?  No blago?”  She turned to Viss. “Better get busy on those plasma intakes.”

“Tane Ikai can do it, Rei dam-Rowan, she's done it once before. Have you?”

“No,” Rei retorted, “but I know the drill. I've studied logs and field data from every known Split run that's ever been made.”

Baden turned to her and drawled, “And why would you do that, Rei?  It's not a common run.”

Rei flushed suddenly, her clear skin a bright pink beneath her pridattii. It was something I'd only seen happen once—maybe twice—before.

“It was for another job,” she said evasively. “We made a lot of runs in the vicinity. I wanted to be prepared, just in case.”

Everyone had to know she was lying—the only ships that made regular runs through the Split were usually running from something—but no-one called her on it. We all had things in our pasts that we didn't care to talk about, and so we all naturally respected each other's right to those secrets. It was always interesting when a revelation happened by accident, however.

“Okej. If Dr. Ndasa's willing to take the chance, we'll do it. We'll have one other passenger, but I know he won't object.”

Rei smiled and the others looked the question at me. “Hirin's coming with us,” I said. “He'll be in the guest quarters.”

“Hirin?”  Viss frowned. “Isn't he rather—”

“Old?”  I shrugged. “Sure. He's ninety-two, and he's quite ill. He wants to die in space, to be perfectly honest, and there's no telling when it might happen.”  I couldn't believe how steady my voice was. “I'm telling you this so that you won't be surprised if it does. Is everyone okay with that?”

Baden grinned. “The old space dog!  I hope I'm thinking that clearly when it's my time to go.”

Yuskeya snorted. “You!  You'll be all safe and cozy in an old folks' home, whining and moaning and pinching pretty young nurses when they come to give you a sonic shower. No way you'll be wishing you were shipboard.”

Viss still looked worried. “That's kind of you, Captain, but won't it be awfully difficult?  I mean, he is a relative.”

I nodded. “It won't be easy, you're right. But if I can do this for him, then I want to. I'll be fine.”  I stood up. “So that's everything. We start taking on cargo tomorrow and we ship out the day after that. Any other matters I should know about?”

No-one spoke up, so I told them to try and have a little fun in the short time we'd be Earthside and headed for my cabin. I wanted to change my clothes and mentally prepare for what lay ahead. Hirin and I were meeting with Maja, and while I know I shouldn't say such a thing about my daughter, I wasn't looking forward to it at all. With Karro on the space station, we'd have to tell him everything via WaVE, but he'd accept it. Maja would be another story.

I pulled a dove-grey biosuit out of my drawer and looked at it dubiously. It wasn't exactly me, but it was more refined and elegant than my usual jeans and t-shirt. Maja might consider it “acting my age.”  I drafted Rei to pin up my hair, something I can never seem to manage myself unless I'm going for the tousled, just-got-out-of-bed look, and kept the makeup to a minimum.

The last few years I've paid special attention to my appearance whenever I'm going to see Maja. She's over fifty, still looks a young forty, but her mother still looks thirty. Maja takes good care of herself. However, she can't possibly look younger than I do, and that's just not a healthy mother-daughter situation.

When I surveyed my efforts in the mirror, I still looked thirty. I sighed.

We met at the nursing home, where Hirin was waiting until it was time to ship out. They were still making some noises about bad ideas and paperwork, but I just kept telling them that Hirin was leaving with me and it was not up for discussion. I didn't get as many stares as I went down the lavender hallway this time. Maja's voice reached me before I opened Hirin's door, and already she wasn't happy.

“But Dad, I want to know—” she broke off and turned around when I pushed the door open. It was easy to see what had made her think something was up. Despite the paperwork issue, Hirin had already packed up all his belongings and the room was as stark as a hospital cubicle. Even his usually cluttered desk was clear. He was making a statement. He was going, no matter what administrative obstacles they tried to throw in his path.

The skin around her sapphire-blue eyes tightened when she saw me and she drew a deep breath. “Hello, Mother. I might have known you'd have something to do with this.”

“Hello, Maja. It's nice to see you, too.”  Damne. I'd promised myself that I'd be polite and stay calm for Hirin's sake, and I was screwing up already. To mask the sarcasm in my words, I crossed to her and gave her a quick hug and a peck on the cheek.

I didn't say she looked good, although she did. She seemed to resent it when I remarked on her appearance at all, no matter how flatteringly. Her hair was still devoid of grey and hung in shining blonde layers to her shoulders, her makeup was impeccable, and she wore an emerald biosuit overlaid with a leaf-patterned swirl of translucent fabric. I sent up a silent prayer of thanks that we still might look like sisters, at least. The day she started to look like the mother would probably be the last day we'd see each other.

She briefly looked surprised, then narrowed her eyes. “All right, that was rude of me. Now that you're here, maybe you'll tell me what this is all about?  Dad won't say a thing and his room looks like he's already moved out.”

Hirin said calmly, “Would you both sit down?  I've asked the nurse to bring us tea, and we'll have a nice visit, shall we?”

Ha, I thought, but I sat in one of the two worn brocade armchairs and Maja perched on the end of the bed. Hirin sat at his desk chair, saying he preferred the straight back.

“Now,” he said, “Maja, I'll tell you what's happening. I was just waiting until your mother got here. You must understand that this is all my doing. She's only helping me out because I've asked her to.”

Maja opened her mouth as if she'd protest already, but closed it without saying anything.

The nurse arrived with the tea just then, so we had to wait while she settled it all on the desk and surveyed us with a sunny smile. How nice, the man's daughters coming to have tea with him, I knew she must be thinking. Finally she left us alone again.

“Honey,” Hirin continued, and his voice was very soft, “Maja, I haven't got much longer. The virus is at it again and, well, there's just nothing they can do.”

“But what about—”

He held up a hand, very gently. “There's nothing. Nothing I want, anyway. I do have one last request, and that's why I've asked for your mother's help. I don't want to die here, in this place. I want to go back to the stars, just one more time, and I want the end to come out there somewhere.”

Maja's eyes widened. “You can't be serious!  Dad, this is crazy!  If you stay here they'll make you comfortable, at least, they'll look after you . . .”

“They won't make me comfortable up here,” he said, tapping a wizened finger to his temple. “And that's what I want most now.”

“But it's too dangerous!  Think of the risks!  You'll—”  She saw his face and switched tactics. “Why don't you come home with me, instead?  I can take care of you. And if you needed a doctor there'd be one close.”

“That would be lovely, dear, and I'd come and stay with you for a while if I had more time. However, I don't, and this is my chance, when your mother heads out again. I want to take it.”

“But does it have to be right away?”

I nodded. “I have jobs I'm committed to, and a passenger. And a lead on your grandmother,” I added.

She rounded on me. “Dio, are you ever going to give it up?  I can't believe you wouldn't stay here with him instead of hauling him off on some space bucket,” she hissed. “But oh, no, you've got your precious jobs. How can you do this?”

I looked at her sadly. “I offered to stay here, Maja. I told him I wouldn't take another job as long as he needed me Earthside, but he doesn't want to stay here. This is his idea, it's his wish, and I have to help him as well as I can.”  I took a chance. “I love him too, you know.”

She looked at me for a long moment, then her face crumpled and she buried her head in her hands. It was suddenly clear to me that for a long time now she'd viewed me, not as her mother, not as Hirin's wife, but as someone she had to compete with for his affection. Despite our shared past, to her I was more like the stereotypical younger stepmother than her real mother. That hurt.

I moved to sit beside her on the bed and put an arm around her. Dankas Dio, she didn't pull away. “Honey, I'm his wife. I've been his wife for almost sixty years. He loves us both. He always has.”

Maja managed to turn a sob into a long, deep breath. “I know,” she whispered. “I know. It's just so hard. I feel like I lost you so long ago. Now I'm losing him, too.”

My heart clenched at that and I couldn't force any more words out.

Hirin got up and shuffled over to the bed, sat on the other side of Maja and silently put an arm over her shoulders.

“When do you go?” she asked finally in a muffled voice.

“Two days' time,” Hirin said. “I love you, Maja.”

We sat like that for a long time, grieving for what we'd had, what we'd lost, and what was about to change forever.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Four
Secrets Lost and Found

 

 

 

 

 

I arrived back at the Tane Ikai that night to find a notebug from PrimeCorp waiting for me, hovering outside the main bridge hatch. Viss Feron was there, too, lounging beside the closed hatchway with something cradled in the palm of his hand. His thick, greying hair was untidy, and he still had his shipsuit on—he rarely wore anything else. Took some ribbing about that whenever we were planetside, too, but his usual dry response was that women had always loved a man in uniform.

“Yes, but usually a clean one,” Rei would point out. Viss would merely grin and shrug.

He nodded towards the notebug as I approached the hatch.

“It must be for you,” he said. “It's already scanned all the rest of us. Wait a second,” he said, holding up a hand to halt my approach before I got close enough for the bug to scan me. “I could take care of it if you want.”

He opened his palm and I saw what he held—a bug scrambler, commonly known as a “zapper.”  They were illegal tech; they scrambled the bug's message and the ID implant tags of anyone it had scanned. They also eradicated the bug's memory cache so that it couldn't return home and was essentially “lost.”

This wasn't the first time Viss had suggested something outside the strictly legal, and I knew it wouldn't be the last. In the five years I'd known him, I'd come to suspect that his former careers had included time in the military and on both sides of the law enforcement line. I also knew that in any situation, Viss would do what he considered “right,” and on those kinds of decisions, we always saw eye-to-eye.

I considered it, I confess. But the appearance of a second message so soon was unusual. PrimeCorp had docilely accepted my ignoring them the past few years. I was curious to see what had changed.

“That's all right, Viss, I'll take this one.”  I didn't mention the zapper. “Who knows, it could be something interesting.”

He snorted a laugh and I stepped up for the scan. The tiny 'bot settled delicately on my forearm over the spot where my implant lay, ran the initial ID scan and buzzed, “Luna Paxon?”  Tiny antennae sprouted from the top, twitching as it waited for my response.

If it had been a real person I might have bothered to make the point that my name was Luta, not Luna, and that it had the last name wrong, too, but no-one ever bothers to fix bug software, and it had already identified me from the scan. The voice confirmation was just a redundancy. I rolled my eyes at Viss and said, “Konfirmi,” and the notebug direct-transferred the message to my implant. I felt the usual small zap, like a shock of static electricity, to signal the end of the message, and then the thing flitted away. Trust PrimeCorp to go to ridiculous lengths to preserve its “privacy.”  They could have just sent me another e-note.

Viss watched the thing disappear past a battered insystem shuttle docked beside us, then opened the hatch and gestured me in ahead of him.

“Do you want the good news first, or the bad news?” he asked as we entered the bridge. Yuskeya and Baden were both there, and looked up as we arrived.

“I'll take the bad, I guess, unless you're going to tell me you couldn't get the plasma intakes cleaned. I don't want to hear that at all, now or later.”

Viss grinned. “No, that's done and she's ready to take on the Split as far as I'm concerned. Actually, that was the good news. The bad news is that I don't think we should head into the Split with a full load of cargo on board. I don't know what plans you've already made, but I think the forward pod should be clear when we get to that point.”

“Is there something wrong with the skip drive?”

“No, no, it's not that. The drive is fine. I just ran a new diagnostic I got from a friend who's had . . . experience with the Split. The runs seem safer when the field stresses are lowest, and that means reducing the weight load. Is it a problem?”

I shook my head. “No, we weren't going to carry a full cargo load anyway, and we'll be offloading some before we get to GI 182. I just wondered why. Baden can tell the steves to keep Pod One clear. Thanks for the input.”  Viss had some questionable friends, but sometimes they came in handy.

I headed for my cabin, wondering what the PrimeCorp message might say. When I outloaded it to my datapad, I saw that the tone had changed considerably from the previous missive.

 

Received: from [205152.59.68] PrimeCorp Main Division

NOTEBUG-V.: 25.7

 

Encryption: securetext/novis/noaud

Receipt recording: internal/enabled

From: “Chairman Alin Sedmamin” <chair.primecorp*web>

To: “Luta Paixon” <ID 59836254471>

Date: Mon, 4 Nov 2284 10:29:32 -0500

 

Captain Paixon,

 

As I have not yet had a reply to my previous message, I have become concerned that you may be planning to depart Earth without contacting me. I would advise against this course of action. The synthetic virus organically embedded into this message should be treated at PrimeCorp Main as soon as possible. I will make myself available at your convenience.

 

Chairman Alin Sedmamin

 

Virus!  I swore quietly. I hadn't downloaded any new virus definitions since I'd docked on Earth, and it seemed clear that Alin Sedmamin knew that. They must have a tap on my datalinks, which was unquestionably illegal, but hell, they were PrimeCorp, and who was going to do anything about it?

It followed that they'd be watching to see what I did next, so I didn't make a hasty connection and start looking for definitions. No sense in letting the bastardos know they'd rattled me. Instead, I went looking for Baden, and found him still on the bridge with Rei and Yuskeya.

“Baden, do you still have that virus scanner you ran for us on Jertenda?”

He looked up, sea-green eyes concerned. “Sure. What's wrong, Captain, catch a bug?”

“Yeah, you could say that. Is it up to date?”

“Pretty much. It might not pinpoint some of the latest synthetics, but it could still return a general analysis. I could look for an update first.”

“No, I don't want anyone accessing the datalinks now. Let's just go with what you have. I'm making a guess about something but I need some data to know if I'm right or not.”

“Meet you in the galley in five minutes,” he said, striding down toward his quarters.

Rei raised her eyebrows at me but I said, “Tell you later. Meantime, put an extra encryption filter on all incoming data and see if Viss has some 'special' gadget to look for a tap on the datalinks. I don't want anything outgoing until Viss checks it out. If anyone shows up with cargo, check the manifest down to the nanoprint and run an ID implant scan on whoever's loading it.”

“Sure thing, Captain.”

“Yuskeya, run a rootsource verification on that new wormhole data, would you?”

She started to protest but I shook my head. “I know, you got it from a friend, but it wouldn't be the first time someone used an innocent middleman for other purposes. Just verify it, okej?”

“No problem, Captain. You're right. Better safe . . .”

“If there is such a thing,” I muttered as I left the bridge.

In the corridor near my cabin, a swift wave of nausea coursed through me. Hot sweat prickled on my forehead and I leaned against the door, closed my eyes and bent over, swallowing hard and hoping I wouldn't vomit. I couldn't remember what that would be like, but I knew it wasn't pleasant. There's a corollary to never getting older: I'm never sick, either. The most I ever feel is a general discomfort, usually gone within half an hour or so. Maybe a one-time churn of the stomach, or twinge of a headache. So while I stood panting and feeling wretched and cursing Alin Sedmamin, I was fairly certain that it wouldn't last.

I was right. In less than two minutes the nausea passed and I continued down to the galley. Baden was pulling an inky, pungent triple caff out of the machine when I entered.

“Want one?” he asked.

“Sure.”  It smelled damn good, and I wanted to be thinking clearly for the next little while. Nothing perks up the brain like a triple caff.

He brought the steaming mugs over to the table, where he'd set down his datapad.

“You planning to tell me what this is about?” he asked as he set up the scan.

“PrimeCorp.”

“Really?  Do they ever give up?”

“I guess not.”  The crew knew I'd had run-ins with PrimeCorp in the past, although they didn't know the details. As I said, we respected each other's secrets.

“You must have really pissed them off.”  He gestured with the datapad. “You ready?”

I held out my arm and he pressed the datapad over my ID implant, then wiggled it until it beeped to signal a good connection. He tapped the screen and a soft bioplas strap snaked out and wound around my arm, holding the datapad in place snugly but comfortably.

“Hey, mine doesn't do that!”

He half-smiled. “How old is yours?”

“Okej, okej, so I'm not a techdog like you.”

The datapad chattered a sequence of beeps and Baden leaned in to read the screen. “You have a beacon implant there?” he asked.

“Oh, yes, does that matter?”  Damne. I hadn't thought about that implant in ages. Hirin and I had bought them years ago, when our runs often took us to the more dangerous and then newly-explored reaches of Nearspace. I couldn't very well tell Baden that, though.

“No, the datapad just picked it up. It's pretty outdated, though.”

I grinned. “I told you I wasn't a techdog.”  I thought fast. “Our parents bought them for us when we were kids. We travelled a lot, and they were always worried about us getting lost in some spacedock or something.”

Baden nodded, leaned back in his chair and took a sip of caff.

“It's running the scan now. Shouldn't take too long. What exactly are we looking for?”

I considered. I didn't want to give too much away, but it's always nice to get some credit if you turn out to be right. Helps crew morale if they think their Captain's at least mildly inteligenta. “If I tell you what I think, and I'm right, you'll just have to accept it. Deal?”

He pursed his lips. “Deal. I guess. Although it won't be nearly so interesting if I can't have an explanation.”

“Okej then.”  I took a second to collect my thoughts. “I think it's going to find that I'm infected with a synthetic, organic virus, data-embeddable, probably not too nasty but annoying enough to warrant treatment. The virus won't be thriving, though. It'll already be partially dormant or dying.”

Baden frowned. “That's pretty specific.”

I shrugged and tasted my caff. It was heavenly—hot and creamy and sweeter than I would have made it, and good enough to make me consider the possibility that I'd been drinking it wrong all these years. “Let's just see if I'm right.”

He took another sip from his mug, then said, “If I'm not allowed to ask you about that, can I ask you something else?”

“Go ahead.”  I smiled. “I can't guarantee that I'll answer that either, though.”

Baden looked me in the eye. “Who's Hirin?  I mean really. How are you two related?”

I opened my mouth to answer but he held up a warning finger. “It's only fair to warn you that if you tell me it's none of my business then I'm going to be pretty sure I know the real answer.”

“Think so?”

“There's only one that I can think of that you might want to keep secret.”

I picked up my caff very deliberately and took another drink. “It's none of your business.”

He stared at me with narrowed eyes, then nodded. “Okej. It leaves more questions than it answers, but okay.”

The datapad trilled, and he reached over and gently released it from my arm. “It'll take a minute to compile the analysis.”

“No problem.”  I leaned back in the chair and tucked my feet up on the seat. Baden was busy tapping the screen and I watched him carefully.

I wondered if he'd actually guessed the truth about my relationship with Hirin. Probably. There was nothing slow about Baden. The question was, why did he care?  I hoped it was pure curiosity. I didn't have time for complications.

“That's weird,” he said suddenly. He was frowning down at the datapad screen.

“What?”

“Just a second.”  He watched the screen intently for another minute or so and then fiddled with the touchpad. He shook his head. “Do you mind if I hook you up again and take another sample?”

“It didn't work?”

He grimaced. “It's not that. I've got the virus nailed down, I think. I'm getting data on another entity as well—but it keeps disappearing before the analysis can run. One second it's there but before the program can collect enough data, it's gone.”

Wordlessly I stuck out my arm, my heart thudding uncomfortably against the walls of my chest. Another entity. I shivered despite the warmth of the galley and the hot caff. It might be a clue—if Baden could get enough information about it to be useful.

The datapad locked itself on my arm and emitted its string of beeps. I looked up from it and met Baden's intent regard.

“You know what it is, don't you?”

“No,” I said truthfully, “I don't. But I have a few ideas, and I'd sure love to know if any of them are right or even close.”

Baden got up and took his mug over to refill it. “You?” he asked, but I shook my head. When he came back and sat down he said, “Everybody has things they don't talk about. I think this crew has more than the usual complement. But I'm beginning to think that you've got more than all of us put together.”

“You may be right,” I admitted. “I'd have to know all of everyone else's secrets to know for sure. You want to go first?”

He laughed. “Not at the moment. Maybe someday. But what if you have to give up one of yours because of this scan?”

“If I do, I do.”  I shrugged. “None of my secrets are life-threatening. Just uncomfortable.”  I sipped at my still half-full mug of caff. “Well, as far as I know, anyway.”

The datapad trilled and Baden swiftly removed it from my arm, touching the commands to run the analysis as quickly as possible. I felt certain that if he didn't get the data this time there would be no sense in trying again. It was the nature of the “entity,” as he'd called it, to be almost invisible. I'd learned that much long ago.

“Damne,” he whispered, and I knew it hadn't been quite fast enough.

He sat back in his chair and smiled humorlessly. “Want to know what we got?”

I nodded.

“The virus is or was a synthetic-organic virus, data-embeddable, probably one that would cause mild vomiting, fever, and other unpleasantness for a week or so. However, the virus is not thriving. All the fragments we caught were already disintegrating or dying.”  He set the datapad down on the table and tapped it lightly with his knuckles. “Exactly like you said.”

“What can I say?  I'm a good guesser.”

“Mm-hmm.”  He turned the datapad so he could read it. “As for the other stuff, whatever it was, it seemed like it didn't want to be found. I think it was only partially organic. It was attaching itself to the virus and then detaching again quickly and either breaking down or—reorganizing itself. The program couldn't get a clear read on it.”

“That's okej.”  What might these slim clues mean?  Partially organic. Attaching and detaching from the virus cells. Then breaking down or changing—on a molecular level?  Which would explain why the analysis program couldn't maintain a fix on it to keep reading data?

“What?”  I jerked out of my thoughts as Baden touched my hand.

“I said, I want to connect the datapad one more time and update your virus protocols and a few of your modules, okej?  Since it seems you're too busy to do it yourself.”  As the datapad trilled and chattered, his grin faded and he looked serious. “Captain, does any of this make sense to you?  Part of what we found was what you guessed.”

I nodded. “It makes some sense. It was what I was hoping for, the virus part, anyway. That was a little unsolicited gift from PrimeCorp, one that I won't forget about anytime soon. The rest—I don't know. It's something I'm still trying to figure out.”

“And that's all you're going to say about it?”

“For now. Thanks, though, Baden. I'm sorry I can't say more.”

He laughed. “Hey, like I said, we all have our secrets.”  He stood up and was suddenly serious. “Just be sure you tell someone if you need help, Captain. PrimeCorp—I've heard some things. They're not very . . . scrupulous.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I've figured that out.”

 

 

I wasn't about to cancel my cargo jobs to leave early, so I couldn't just laugh in PrimeCorp's face as we were thrusting for the upper atmosphere. They'd know by now exactly when we were scheduled to leave Earth, and if they'd abandoned whatever slim scruples they used to have I wasn't about to walk into Alin Sedmamin's plush office at PrimeCorp Main. However, I couldn't leave the situation as it was, either.

I called him an hour or so later, when I was sure the nausea wasn't coming back. My “entity” appeared to have done a thorough job. The PrimeCorp secretary-avatar, synthetically beautiful in the way only corporate avatars seem to be, put me through right away.

Sedmamin's face, when it came onscreen, was paunchier and paler than I remembered from our last talk. It made his small dark eyes look even more pig-like, although I guessed he'd had a Vigor-Us treatment since then. He'd pressed me pretty hard that time to come into the research department for some tests, even making thinly-veiled threats, so I'd had to end the conversation by closing the connection abruptly and shipping out that night for Quma with the cargo pods only half-full.

Might as well get to the point. “Saluton, Chairman Sedmamin. This is Luta Paixon. I'm not planning to come in and see you this visit, so I'm placing this call instead.”

“Saluton, Captain Paixon. Did you receive both my messages?”

“I did. Your notebugs are highly efficient. By the way, don't bother sending another one. It will not be accepted.”

Sedmamin smiled thinly. “You seem irritable, Captain. Are you feeling unwell?”

“Actually, Chairman, I'm feeling fine. Perhaps the virus in your note has malfunctioned. Or come to other grief. It was a rather unusual way of extending your hospitality, I must say.”

“You've ignored my previous invitations.”  He shrugged, not an elegant gesture for him. “I felt other measures were in order.”

“Chairman Sedmamin, let's stop dancing, shall we?  You want to know if I have any information on the whereabouts of my mother. I do not know where she is. You want me to come into your research facility and submit to tests to determine if I'm carrying around any bits of my mother's research that you consider to be the property of PrimeCorp. I am refusing to do so; I have a ship to run and business of my own to attend to, and I am fully within my rights. I know without asking that you have no information you're willing to share with me—”

“Ah, but that's where you're wrong, Captain Paixon, and I'm wounded by your mistrust.” He didn't look wounded in the least; in fact, he seemed to be gloating. “I have solid information that your mother was alive and well as recently as one month ago.”

“Really?”  I kept my face impassive. For the second time that day my heart was going a couple of rounds with my rib cage. “And what would you call 'solid' information?”

“Would you consider a first-hand encounter with a PrimeCorp associate, who has identified her convincingly from hologrammatic representations, to be 'solid'?”

“I might. Was this associate hunting for her?  He may be lying to try and impress you. What sort of evidence do you have?”

“It was a she,” he corrected me, “and she wasn't 'hunting' your mother, as you so crudely put it. She merely thought the face was familiar. She had seen a hologram of your mother here, or she would not have noticed her on—when she saw her. She then confirmed the sighting with the hologram back here at home as the woman she'd spoken to.”

“Impressive.”  I did my best to look bored. “And where did this exciting face-to-face encounter take place?”  He'd almost let it slip.

“Oh, no, Captain.”  He waggled a chubby finger at me as if I were a naughty pet and sat back in his leather chair. “Information exchange is what I'm after, not a one-way transfer. Come in, let us take some samples, and I'll give you open access to the file on the most recent verified sighting of your mother.”

I sighed. “Well, I'll think about it. We ship out tomorrow. I don't know if I can fit it in.”

“Before you go,” Sedmamin said, leaning forward slightly in his chair, “I'd like you to meet some one.”

This was unusual. Generally it was just me and Sedmamin in not-so-cozy privacy. “Certainly,” I said.

Sedmamin gestured to someone off-screen and a woman moved in to my field of view to stand just behind him. It was difficult to tell, but she seemed tall, and looked fit in a sleek black pantsuit with the PrimeCorp logo embroidered tastefully on one lapel. Dark blonde hair was pulled back from her face, except for a few tendrils that curled around it, softening her angular features. She wasn't exactly smiling, but had arranged her face in a pleasantly neutral expression.

“Luta Paixon, this is one of my administrative assistants, Dores Amadoro,” Sedmamin said. Dores nodded politely. It could have been just the video feed, but her eyes seemed cold and appraising as they surveyed me, like I was an interesting specimen of something.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Amadoro,” I said.

“Likewise, Captain Paixon,” she said. I didn't get the impression she thought it was very nice at all.

“Ms. Amadoro will be your liaison with PrimeCorp for the next while,” Sedmamin said, smiling as if we were all good business partners. “She's very ambitious. Any questions or concerns, you can bring to her, and she'll be speaking to you for me. Anything that comes from her, you can assume has my approval.”

Not that I really cared, but I asked anyway. “Are you going somewhere, Chairman?  Not unwell yourself, I hope.”

He kept smiling. “No, nothing of the sort. I simply have other matters to attend to, so I'm, well, delegating. Something I'm sure I should do more of.”

Ha, I thought. Downloading me to some poor sucker because I'm a pain in your azeno. I would have felt sorry for Dores Amadoro if she'd seemed like a person with any feelings. Then I wondered if she'd been the one to spot my mother somewhere, and this was her reward—a step up the administrative ladder. Any hint of warmth I might have felt for her dissipated immediately.

I plastered on a smile, however. “I'm sure we'll get along just fine, then. I don't expect to be in Sol System much for the next while, however, so I guess we won't have the chance to get to know each other very well.”

“Captain,” Sedmamin said, leaning forward and trying to look solicitous, “I don't mind telling you that there are some members of the Board who feel that we've been too . . .  accommodating in our dealings with you. I've done my best to convince them that polite discourse will eventually lead to a satisfactory conclusion for all of us, but they're growing restless.”

“Sending a virus in a notebug is your idea of 'polite discourse,' Chairman?  It's not exactly the best way to earn my trust. And I'm within my rights under the Genetic Materials Privacy Act.”

He shrugged again. “Laws are meant to be challenged, and as I said, there are some who think we've been polite enough. As for trust, you may want to give some thought to where you've already placed it, Captain.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Dores Amadoro still stood half-behind Sedmamin's chair with that neutral look on her face. I wondered if she knew what he was talking about, or if she was just too well-trained to show any reaction.

“Call it free advice. You may not know as much as you should about that crew of yours.”  He smiled in a knowing way that infuriated me.

“My crew is no concern of yours.”

“Of course it isn't. But one more thing, Captain Paixon,” he said seriously. “I like you, although we've had our differences. So here's a warning. There are changes in the wind, changes that are going to play more in my favour than in yours. It would be . . . prudent . . . on your part to simply come in, give us our samples, and go on your way. That way, there will be no complications.”

Sedmamin liked me?  I doubted it, and I certainly couldn't return the compliment. “Complications?  What kind of complications?”

“I can't elaborate. Let's just say it would be better to be a friend of PrimeCorp than an enemy.”

I grinned at him. “Well, that's always been true, hasn't it, Chairman?  Thanks for the warning. I'll think about what you've said, and get back to you, or to Ms. Amadoro. Gis la revido.”  I broke the connection.

I leaned back in my own chair—not leather—and closed my eyes. I hated talking to anyone at PrimeCorp, and Sedmamin was just about at the bottom of the list. My first impression of Dores Amadoro didn't put her much higher. Sedmamin had definitely stepped over a line with that virus trick—I had no doubt the idea had been his, no matter what he said about restless board members—and we'd have to be careful until we shipped out tomorrow. Chairman Sedmamin had taken my rebuff a little too graciously. He could well have other plans to delay us or try to get to me, although I couldn't imagine what they might be.

On second thought, I could imagine a few. I didn't like them.

I called Hirin and set the encryption to maximum. It took a moment for the administrator to connect us, and then his dear, wizened face came up on the screen. “Hirin, do you think you could come aboard this afternoon instead of tomorrow?”

“Are you shipping out early?”

“No, I don't have all the cargo on board yet. I'm just a little worried about . . . security, that's all.”

“Well, they're throwing me a going-away party here this afternoon, and Maja's coming over for it.”  He looked uncomfortable. “I didn't tell you about it because it might be . . . awkward.”

“That's okay,” I reassured him. “I'm busy getting everything set here, anyway.”

“Okej, well, as soon as I've made my appearance there I could come on over. Everything's packed. I don't like to disappoint them; the only going-away parties here are usually wakes.”  He chuckled until he started coughing again.

I smiled. “That'll be fine. Can I send Viss over to get you?”

He nodded. “Sure. I thought it would be you, though.”

“I think I'll stay on board until we leave. It might be wise in light of some recent developments, and you know how I love to be wise.”

“Yeah, right. Our old friends giving you trouble?”  Given my history with PrimeCorp, he knew exactly what I meant.

“They might be. I'm not taking any chances. Just call when you're ready and I'll send Viss over. Enjoy your party.”

“I will. See you later.”

Just to be on the safe side, I sent messages to Maja and Karro, letting them know that PrimeCorp seemed to be at it again. Karro had had his own encounters with Sedmamin in the past, and though they were never as dramatic as mine, he didn't like the company's intrusions any better than I did. As for Maja—well, she actually seemed to get along with PrimeCorp and thought I was paranoid about the company. She didn't know why I wouldn't just cooperate with them and be done with it. Even knowing the details of my family's history with PrimeCorp didn't seem to make a difference to her. No doubt she thought I'd made half of it up or exaggerated it. She'd probably delete my warning message in a huff. I sent it anyway.

I knew one thing. If Alin Sedmamin—or this new, unknown quantity Dores Amadoro—tried to get to me through Hirin or anyone else in my family, I'd have to leave the ship in order to kill them. I really hoped it wouldn't come to that.

The only other person PrimeCorp bothered as regularly as me was my brother Lanar, but when I tried to message him I got an automated reply that he was currently outsystem, so I left it at that. With the Nearspace Protectorate fleet at Lanar's back, PrimeCorp tended to tread gently around him, anyway. I wondered if he'd know what Sedmamin might have meant by “changes in the wind,” but that could wait until the next time we spoke in real-time.

That was all I could do. Unfortunately, that left my mind free to consider the other things Sedmamin had said.

First, was the story about my mother true at all?  He could have fabricated it as another ploy to get me onto PrimeCorp property, but I didn't think so. He wouldn't gloat over a lie. No, the PrimeCorp person had seen my mother—or someone they were certain was her.

A month ago. I idly punched up the star charts and wormhole routes on my own screen, including the new ones. If the story was true, and considering that the identifier was already back on Earth, she could have been in almost any inhabited system. In the time since then she could have gone anywhere in Nearspace.

The other question was, where had Sedmamin obtained a hologram recent enough to make any kind of identification likely?  Whatever he'd have “on file” would be decades old.

He hadn't said anything else about her, only that she was “alive and well.”  For half a second I considered actually storming in to PrimeCorp and demanding to see what else was in that file, then shook my head. Chances were I wouldn't learn a damn thing more than I knew now, and I could be walking into something very bad. It was probably exactly what Sedmamin was hoping I'd do.

As for that crack about my crew—I wanted to brush it off as nothing but pure nastiness on Sedmamin's part, but it nagged me. I trusted my crew and considered them all my friends, but in truth, I hadn't known most of them very long. I did know they all had secrets. Could one of them be keeping quiet about something that could ultimately hurt us?

I closed down my screen and went to talk to Viss about picking up Hirin. One worry at a time.

 


 

 

Chapter Five
Dark as Space and Twice as Dangerous

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Ndasa and Hirin both arrived on board just at suppertime, which made for a busy couple of hours. We got Hirin settled in the guest quarters, right across the hall from my cabin. It didn't take long. He didn't bring much with him.

He shrugged when I asked him about it. “I don't need much,” he said. “And you'd only be stuck with it after . . .”

“After you croak and we jettison you off into the depths of space?” I finished for him.

He laughed. “Exactly. Oh, Luta, I'm so glad you can joke about this. I was worried that it would be too hard on you.”

“It's the hardest thing I've ever had to do.”  I hugged him. “But if you can take it, I guess I can, too.”

He stroked my hair briefly with a hand that trembled just enough to notice. “There never was much we couldn't take on together, was there?”

“Nope, there never was,” I agreed. “Let's go see how Dr. Ndasa's doing. If you feel up to it.”

“I feel better than I have in a long time, to tell you the truth. One thing, though,” he said, squeezing my hand instead of letting it go. “The crew—they still don't know about you, do they?  And me—us.”

“Only Rei,” I said. “She knows some of it.”

“And we'll keep it that way?  I don't mind, but I thought you might be wondering if I would.”

Sudden tears stung my eyes. “It's not the way I've ever wanted things to be, Hirin. All this secrecy. Especially now.”

“I know. But I've had lots of time to think about it, and it's just the way things are. Frankly, I'm surprised you haven't left me for a younger man before this.”

I looked up, stricken, but his eyes twinkled as he tried to suppress a grin. I put my hands on my hips.

“Keep that up and I just might, old man. Now are you coming with me?”

“I think I'll have a lie down and rest until supper time. I'll come to the galley to eat. I can't wait to have different people to talk with.”

Since Dr. Ndasa was our only other passenger, I'd put him in one of the two larger cabins. He'd shown up with a lot more gear than I'd expected, but I let him put that in the smaller cabin that adjoined his, since it was empty anyway. He thanked me sheepishly. A mild scent of grapefruit hung around him, a sign of nervousness in Vilisians. I'd been studying up on the Vilisian scent-language in preparation for his time with us.

“I've never been away from my laboratory for this long before,” he apologized. “It was difficult to leave things behind.”

“If you do it often enough you learn to travel light, but it's no problem.”  I leaned against his stack of mismatched luggage. “I'm curious, Dr. Ndasa. Are you really travelling all this way on the off-chance that you'll catch up to this researcher?  She could be long gone by the time we get to Kiando.”

He nodded. “Yes, yes, I know. But Chairman Buig, her employer, is reputed to have connections to many of the best longevity researchers. He has a miniature research facility set up there, but the work coming out of it is not small. If this particular lady has moved on, it will still likely be a worthwhile journey for me.”  He flushed slightly, his amber skin darkening. “And besides, I have never taken an out-system journey before. I was born on Earth. I believe everyone should experience wormhole travel once in their lives.”

I smiled. “I think so, too. I hope you'll be comfortable with us.”

He looked around the cabin, the long smooth plait of his dark hair swinging across his back. “The room is quite perfect,” he said. “And I love the name of your ship, Tane Ikai. Do you have an interest in longevity as well, Captain Paixon?  I assume you know for whom your ship is named?”

“A passing one,” I said easily. “I know it's named for the Japanese woman who lived to one hundred and fifteen back in the twentieth century.”

Dr. Ndasa nodded eagerly. The grapefruit scent was fading. “Most people live that long now, but back then it was notable. I believe, however, that it is possible to extend the human and Vilisian lifespans almost indefinitely.”

“We've thought that for a long time, but we never seem to make a breakthrough.”

“The Longate tragedy certainly set the research back,” he said. “But I think people might be ready to trust again. The knowledge is out there. I think we are very close. There have been rumours in the scientific community—but of course, they are only rumours.”  He was staring at me intently, his dark eyes unreadable. Could he suspect . . . no. Surely just an alien thing.

“What's the name of this researcher you hope to find on Kiando?”

“Demmar Holsey,” he replied. “Although Chairman Buig is building quite a stable of researchers there. She is only one of perhaps a dozen, but I have heard especially good things about her work.”

The name meant nothing to me, but I had hardly expected it would. My mother had been living under aliases for so long she might not even remember her real name.

Dr. Ndasa rubbed his long-fingered hands together and looked around the room again. His skin smelled mildly floral now, with excitement. “I hope to learn much on this voyage. It should be an excellent spot for quiet study.”

I laughed. “I don't know about that, but we'll see. I've never thought of this crew as 'quiet.'”

I left then to see what was happening for supper, found that Baden and Yuskeya had things well in hand with some spicy Vileyran dish underway, and went back to the bridge to look over the cargo manifests. Everything was on board except one shipment of ore bound for Renata, so we'd leave as soon as that arrived, early in the morning.

Supper was a jovial affair and I was optimistic that this would be a restful run. Sometimes passengers complicate things and everyone ends up ill at ease, but I didn't need to worry about Hirin, and Dr. Ndasa seemed to get along well with everyone. He had an endless supply of interesting stories from his interview subjects. I wondered what he'd think if he knew my true age. No doubt he'd want to interview me every day for as long as the journey lasted.

That night I found it difficult to fall asleep. It wasn't that my circadian rhythms were out of sync with Earth's—we always made the necessary adjustments in the approach to a planet to make sure we didn't suffer from space lag. I sleep better planetside than out in space, but not planetside on a silent ship. That's the worst. No pulse of engines for comfort, no sprawling, majestic vastness of starry space outside the viewport. Not even the normal sounds of the world beyond the spaceport. Just utter silence in a big metal can.

That wasn't the problem tonight. I knew very well what it was—Hirin was only a few scant meters away from me, just across the hall, and I longed to go over and curl up in the bed beside him.

Not for sex—we'd not looked for that very often since he'd become sick. Just for the warmth and companionship and because there wouldn't be many more nights when I could listen to his breathing beside me and feel the soft rise and fall of his body next to mine. There were nights when I missed him no matter how many light years and wormhole skips separated us, but it was easier to dismiss when time and distance were insurmountable obstacles. When I could cross the hall to him in less than ten seconds, it was harder to ignore.

I looked at the clock: one a.m. already, and I hadn't closed my eyes yet. I weighed the consequences. What if someone saw me?  I had no idea if the rest of the crew were sleeping or pursuing their own nighttime activities. How could I explain creeping into the bedroom of my elderly “relative” in the middle of the night?  It would raise more than eyebrows in this bunch. They wouldn't rest until they knew everything.

Yet here I was, Captain of the ship, and afraid to venture outside my cabin door?  It was ludicrous. I could always plead a trip to the head or a midnight snack if someone saw me emerge, after all.

After another hour of debating, I decided to risk it. I pulled on my robe and threw together some clothes for the morning. I felt silly, and excited, like a teenager sneaking around on her parents.

When I stealthily opened my door, the corridor was dark, broken only by a pale yellow glow from the guidelight in the galley. No-one else seemed to be stirring. I picked up my bundle of clothes and stepped out into the hall. A noise halted me.

It didn't come from the direction of the crew quarters, but from the stern. I knew that peculiar tinny echo, the click of a step on a metal ladder. Someone was climbing up the hatchway from the lower decks. Trying to be quiet about it.

I took a silent step backward to the doorway of my cabin and let the clothes I was carrying slide to the floor. I shrugged out of my long robe and let it slip down as well—I didn't want any encumbrances. Whoever it was would find out that I favoured biosilk sleepsuits in bright colours, but at that moment I didn't care.

What really worried me was that I couldn't get to the weapons locker. To do so I'd have to run towards the intruder climbing up from the engineering deck, and that just wasn't practical or smart. I should have stepped back into my room and hit the general alarm button on the comm pad, but to be honest I just didn't think of it.

I took one more careful step inside the doorway of my room, just to be out of the glow from the galley guidelight. Whoever was coming would have to step through that glow, however, and I wanted to be able to see them without being seen.

Another light step sounded on the corridor decking. A shadowy figure rounded the corner of the weapons locker, close enough to notice me if the lights had been on.

The figure gestured with something I couldn't discern, and the guidelight went out.

I hadn't seen a face, only a dark silhouette, but it obviously wasn't anyone who belonged here. It took me a nanosecond to make up my mind. I launched out of my doorway at a dead run.

My shoulder hit the intruder in the chest with as much force as I could gather. I swung for a neck pressure point, and yelled, “Intruder!”  Strong arms thrust around me in a vise-like grip and started to squeeze. Good thing I'd gotten one good yell out first.

My right knee came up reflexively and I knew the assailant was a man, since he arched deftly away from the blow. As soon as both feet were on the ground again I squatted low, then sprang up like a coil, twisting away at the same time. He couldn't keep the pressure steady and his grip loosened, enough for me to drop to the floor and swing my leg at his feet, knocking him off balance. He thudded against the airlock door, and the vibration triggered an automatic overhead emergency light. One step brought him close enough to kick me sharply in the solar plexus, though, and my breath whooshed out in a painful gasp.

I twisted around to try and get a look at the intruder, but a black biosuit concealed him from head to toe. He bent over me swiftly and something cold and sharp pierced the flesh of my upper arm, right through my sleepsuit. I swore, jerking and rolling away from the pain, still gasping for breath. The intruder moved away, back toward the hatchway, although all of this happened in a fraction of the time it takes to tell it.

I think it was about then that I heard other doors opening and the soft pounding of bare feet in the corridor. Someone was answering my summons.

I heard a step on the ladder, no attempt to be quiet this time, just as two sets of legs flashed past me. There was a bit of yelling and thumping then, as Viss and Yuskeya attempted to catch hold of the escaping intruder and haul him back up from the ladder.

Dr. Ndasa emerged from his cabin, inquiring sleepily about the disturbance. A faint metallic scent—confusion and apprehension—wafted from him. I was trying to mumble something reassuring when there was a yell and an ominous thud from far below.

Viss swore under his breath, turned to me and barked, “Are you all right?”

“He just—jumped,” Yuskeya said in a low voice. Her eyes were wide and her voice shaky. “Viss had his arm and then—idioto!  Did he think he could fly?”

Still breathless, I crawled over to the open hatchway and looked down the nine meters to the decking of the cargo level below. A dark shadow lay sprawled and still on the unforgiving metal, and I really, really didn't want to be the one to go down there.

Viss saved me the trouble. “Yuskeya, see why the Captain has blood on her pretty sleepsuit, would you?  Doctor her up if she needs it. I'm going down to see what's cluttering up our nice clean cargo pod.”

I found my voice. “Viss, wait, don't go alone. Here's Baden, he'll go with you.”  Baden came down the hall at a run then, shirtless, eyes wild.

“What the hell—?”

“Baden, go down to the cargo deck with Viss. There was an intruder aboard, he fell down the hatchway, and we need to know what shape he's in.”

One thing about Baden, he never asks needless questions. He started down the ladder after Viss without another word.

Suddenly all the lights went up, and Rei called from up the hall, “All clear, Captain?”

“Clear, as far as I know,” I answered back, looking up the corridor. Rei emerged from the alcove that led to the head, cradling a plasma rifle and taking in the scene warily.

It was probably nerves, but I couldn't help it. I giggled and said, “What the hell are you doing?”

She looked momentarily hurt. “When I heard the racket I didn't think it was a good idea for all of us to run headlong into trouble. I grabbed this,” she said, hefting the rifle, “slipped out of my cabin, went up through the bridge and around through Sensors and the First Aid station. Thought I might need to catch someone by surprise.”

“They would have been surprised, all right.”  Rei doesn't sleep in the nude, but the diaphanous rose-coloured thing she was wearing came pretty darn close. Alien genetics notwithstanding, Dr. Ndasa was trying not to gape and failing miserably.

“Wait,” I said, “you keep a plasma rifle in your quarters?”

“It's one of my souvenirs,” she said with a wicked grin.

“Come on, Captain,” Yuskeya said, tugging gently at my uninjured arm. Her hand was trembly. “Let's get up to First Aid so I can take a look at your arm.”

“All right, all right.”  I winced at the pain in my chest as I stood. “Dr. Ndasa, I think you can safely go back to bed now. I'm terribly sorry for the disturbance; things like this don't happen often on the Tane Ikai. When we know what it was all about I'll let you know.”

He turned away reluctantly as another voice sounded from the corridor. “Rei dam-Rowan, you'd best cover yourself. My eyes are enjoying the view, but it's sure a strain on my old heart.”

“You're a dirty old man, Hirin Paixon,” Rei said, and stuck out her tongue at him. She headed down the hall towards her cabin, but I knew she'd be back to find out what she'd missed.

Hirin stood in the open doorway of his cabin as Yuskeya and I passed by on the way to First Aid. He smiled sheepishly.

“Figured I'd better stay put,” he said. “Old men tend to get in the way without meaning to. Are you all right, Captain?”  He managed to ask it very casually, although I knew how difficult it must have been for him to hang back.

“I think so, thanks. Just a flesh wound. And some bruises, I expect. Yuskeya's a good medic—she's handled much worse than this. I'll fill you in on everything later.”  I knew he'd expect me to report in before the night was over. If that was awkward for me, well, too bad. Hirin was an eminently reasonable man, but he was still a husband.

Yuskeya pulled me along relentlessly, so I threw Hirin a helpless look in passing and he winked and nodded. Rei came back down the corridor, still toting the plasma rifle, but now covered up with a floor-length crimson kimono. The kimono was another one of what she called her “souvenirs”—things that reminded her of one adventure or another. She had quite a collection in her quarters, everything from clothing and jewelry to weapons. Most of them were from exploits I'd rather not know about, but occasionally she'd tell me a story to go with an item. She grinned at me and continued down the corridor, curious, I knew, to see what Viss and Baden had discovered.

In the First Aid station, Yuskeya deftly checked me for broken ribs, then rolled up my sleeve and tsk-tsked. “I can't imagine that this was caused by a weapon,” she said, cleaning away the congealing blood. “It looks more like he was trying to—I don't know—give you a needle or take a sample or something, and the instrument raked along through the skin. It's not just a clean piercing.”

“You're right.”  I frowned, remembering. “He wasn't attacking me when this happened—not in the usual sense, anyway. He had some kind of techrig.”

She smeared a clear gel on the wound—it felt very cool and soothing—and pressed a healstrip over it. “Well, it looks clean, and unless the instrument was contaminated—”

“Or poisoned?”

Her face froze. “I didn't think of that!  Do you think it's possible?”

I shrugged, then grimaced at the stab of pain in my chest. He'd kicked me hard, the bastardo. “I doubt it, but he wasn't here to ask me for a date.”

“I'll run a blood scan,” she said, pulling a datamed from the shelf above where I sat. “What else is wrong? I saw you wince.”

“Bah, he kicked me, too. It'll leave a bruise, I guess, but it's not that bad. The blood scan's probably not necessary, either.”  I was sorry I'd brought it up. Chances were, even if he had been trying to poison me, it wasn't going to work. I'd withstood a lot of nasty things in the last six decades, and none of them had made a dent. I really wanted to get back and see what the others had found.

However, Yuskeya didn't know about my seemingly limitless immunities, or that, left alone, the wound would have been gone in twenty-four hours anyway. She shook her head firmly. “It will only take a minute. I won't be able to rest until I've checked, now.”  She touched the datamed to my implant for a few seconds, then to the inside of my wrist and the side of my neck. She pressed a command into the screen and watched it as the analysis ran.

“Okej,” she said after a moment. “No toxins. I think you're clear.”

“Sorry I mentioned it.”

“No, you were right. I should have thought of it myself.”  She scanned my chest and abdomen and narrowed her eyes at the results. “No fractures, either. Ice and painkillers for that,” she said with a smile. She put the datamed back on the shelf and cleaned up the small mess we'd made, after watching me down a couple of little tablets she produced. “What do you think he wanted, Captain?”

“I don't know,” I said, sliding carefully off the gurney, “but I'm going to see if we can find any clues to that. Coming?”

She hesitated, as if about to say something else, but then she nodded. “You bet,” she said, and we left the First Aid station together.

“We're in here,” Rei called from the galley as we made our way back down the corridor.

We entered to see a strange tableau. Hirin sat in one of the big armchairs, looking extremely pleased to be included. Viss, Baden and Rei stood around the big central table, and on it lay the dark-suited figure who had assaulted me. He wasn't moving, and the unnatural stillness of his chest told me that he wasn't going to.

“Morta?” I asked.

“As a careless wormhole explorer,” Viss answered. “He had this,” he said, passing over a shiny multipurpose techrig, “and not much else. No ID, and look at this.”  He held up the man's left arm and pulled back the sleeve of his biosuit. A fresh healstrip covered the spot where an implant should have been nestled in his skin.

“No implant?  That's illegal!”

Baden shrugged. “So's using that thing to bypass the airlock protocols and the alarm system, tamper with any internal systems it wants—”

“Like the guidelight,” Rei said.

“—and try to take blood and tissue samples from you without your permission,” Baden finished. “Anyone who's up for all that isn't going to balk at having his ID biochip removed for a while.”

I shook my head. “Not having an ID biochip is serious—it's a Primary Statute crime. He was taking a big risk, and so was whoever sent him.” Planetary statutes were instituted and enforced by planetary governments, whether corporate, Protectorate, or autonomous. Primary statutes, though, were put in place by the Nearspace Worlds Administrative Council itself, and applied to every citizen in Nearspace. They were the most serious, by far, and not having an ID biochip was considered to be very serious indeed. All the governments of Nearspace depended on them for keeping track of their citizens—and their criminals. If caught, the intruder could still be identified, through the information on record in the Nearspace Inhabitant Database—retina scan, fingerprints, DNA and hologram—since everyone was sampled and entered at birth and updated at intervals. But only top-clearance government officials had access to the database.

They'd pulled the mask from his face. I studied the features. High cheekbones, a nose that had been broken once or twice, a pale, thin scar tracing his jaw on one side. He didn't look familiar. “Well, I don't know who he is.”

“Neither do we. But we have a guess at who sent him,” Viss said.

“PrimeCorp?” I suggested.

“PrimeCorp,” Rei said flatly. “They're beginning to get annoying. Baden told us about that notebug virus.”

Well, I hadn't sworn him to secrecy. I'd only said he couldn't ask me any details about it. I sighed. Was there any sense in trying to keep secrets anymore?

“I wonder if this has anything to do with the flitter that followed me back from Nova Scotia the day we got here?”

Hirin frowned. “Someone followed you?  You didn't mention that.”

“I know.”  I shrugged. “It didn't seem that important—they kept their distance, just followed me as far as the docking ring and then left again. It's not like we were making any secret of where we were docked.”

“They get a look at you?” Baden asked.

“Sure, they could have. I wasn't hiding, and I hung around the rental kiosk to get a look at them if I could. But no-one got out of the flitter, and it didn't have any markings.”

He looked down at the dead operative thoughtfully. “So, say if someone wanted to confirm who you were, so they'd know you at a later date—”

Goosebumps prickled my skin as I followed his glance. The cut on my arm stung again. “You think I was being pointed out to someone?  Maybe this guy?”

“It would make sense. If he was coming after you, he'd want to be able to identify you without a doubt.”

I shuddered. “Ick.”

“You might want to mention it the next time someone follows you,” Rei suggested with just a hint of sarcasm, and I nodded.

“If you don't mind, Captain,” said Viss, obviously changing the subject, “I'll take that techrig back. I'd like to have a closer look at it. Might be a handy thing to have around sometime.”

I passed it back to him, knowing he couldn't wait to strip it down and see how it worked and what it could do. “It's contraband tech, Viss. Keep it to yourself.”

He grinned. “Captain, that hurts my feelings.”

“Where's PrimeCorp getting something like that to outfit its ops?” Baden asked. “They're medical and research. You can't just go out and order a batch of illegal tech.”

Each of the big corporations had its own area of specialization, and they usually stayed within their own boundaries. Stepping outside would lead to conflict with some other corp, and they'd at least learned that it was more productive for everyone if they simply stayed out of each others' way.

“Well, technically, you could—no pun intended—if you weren't too worried about getting caught,” said Yuskeya. “But they took over GintenoTech a while back, didn't they?”

“GT's always been non-weapons tech, though,” Baden argued. “I can't see them making something like this. It's way outside the boundaries.”

Viss shook his head. “Who knows what direction PrimeCorp might have steered them in, if they had an agenda. And if they're sending out stripped ops now, they've crossed all kinds of lines.”

“Captain,” Yuskeya said suddenly, and I knew she was thinking about my suggestion that the intrusion could have been an attack on my life, “is there anything else you ought to tell us?”

I didn't answer right away, staring down at the man who'd come to steal the most personal of items from me and died rather than be caught alive. He must have known he had little chance of surviving that fall.

“Probably,” I said finally, “but not right now.”

They had to be content with that.

“So what do we do with him?” asked Viss. “You going to call the police?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at the intruder unsympathetically. Yes, he was dead, but he'd broken onto my ship and attacked me, and the problems didn't end there. If I called the police, it would throw our departure schedule completely out the window—questions, statements, a full-blown investigation. I was loath to trigger that because it could cause me to miss Mother, if it really was her on Kiando. I couldn't very well tell the crew that. But there were other reasons, too.

“If he's a PrimeCorp operative, it seems kind of pointless, doesn't it?”

Rei chuckled humourlessly. “Gee, trying to get a police force on a PrimeCorp planet to do something PrimeCorp doesn't like? Why would that be a problem?”

Viss nodded. “Absolutely right. If he was working for PrimeCorp, you're never going to prove that on Earth.”

“So how about this?” I said. “We put him in the secret locker until we get a little further up the gravity well. Then we put him in a cargo crate and park him on a lonely little asteroid, where he won't be causing anyone to ask awkward questions we don't want to answer. But if we were ever in a position to need him, we'd know where to find him.”

Every good far trader has a secret locker—because in space, you just never know—and while I'd never used one to hide a dead body before, it seemed like a handy place. I didn't really like the plan, because it did seem disrespectful—but I could live with it. No-one else had a problem with it either. Viss snapped a picture of the dead face. “Just in case,” he said. “I've got a few friends I could show this to. Someone might know who he is.” I suspected that Viss's “friends” could range from a Protectorate secret agent to an underworld crime lord, so I left that up to him. We settled the intruder in a cargo pod. The locker was on the bridge deck, so we put him in a refrigerated pod to lessen the . . . unpleasantness.

After all that, I managed to fall asleep pretty quickly in my own bed, and as soon as the last of the cargo arrived the next morning we lifted off. The weight that lifted from my spirit when we reached the limits of the atmosphere was no less than the pull of gravity itself.

I shouldn't have been so quick to relax.


 

 

Chapter Six
Brother in Arms

 

 

 

 

 

When Baden contacted Mars Central Berthing a day and a half later to offload the cargo destined for the red planet, we were comm-flagged by the Mars Planetary Police and told to assume a geosynchronous orbit. It was routine, they assured us—they had the same questions for all ships that had departed Earthspace around the same time we had.

Every corporate-controlled and autonomous world has its own planetary police force, and the Protectorate polices the worlds it administers, as well as the spaceways. Mars was governed by Schulyer Corp, but most of the planets had reciprocal agreements for dealing with legal matters. I know we all had the same thought when the police message came through. But surely this couldn't have anything to do with the lonely body reposing in the locker?

Baden acknowledged the request and Rei put us in a parking orbit and then they both looked at me.

I shrugged. “No sense worrying until we know what they want.”

“Of course not,” said Baden, “but I think I'll just go and check that all our cargo is secure, while we're stopped here anyway.”

“Probably just coincidence,” Rei said. “They could be looking for data runners, smugglers, pirates . . .”

“. . . local criminals, world-jumpers, illegal tech . . .” Yuskeya added.

I wondered what Viss had done with the dead man's techrig. I knew we were all thinking the same thing, so I said it aloud. “Or they could be looking for missing PrimeCorp operatives. Let's just wait and see, shall we?”

Baden came back after a few minutes and said that everything was secure, and not long after that, the MPP hailed us again.

I told Baden to put the main screen on. “Captain Luta Paixon here. How can I help you?”

The MPP officer on the screen was an older man, not recently shaven and with the look of someone who'd already done this too many times. He sighed and nodded once. “Flight Officer Halderan. Thank you for waiting, Captain. Would you mind sending your cargo manifest, crew and passenger lists down the datalink?”

“Not at all.”  I nodded to Baden. “I'd be sending that to Central Berthing in a moment anyway. What's the problem, Flight Officer?”

“I'll just ask you to wait another few moments, Captain,” he said, ignoring my question and blanking the comm signal. The words “Please Wait” flashed on the screen in Esper, New Asian, Vilisian, Lobor, and a couple of other Earth languages.

I signalled to Baden to cut our outgoing signal as well and looked around at the others. “What do you think?  Does he suspect something or is he just rude?”

Baden shrugged. “There's nothing in any of that information that anyone should look twice at. It's the same stuff we download to every docking authority—well, except for the specifics of the cargo.”

“And our two passengers,” Rei reminded him.

“I doubt anyone's looking for them,” I said, shaking my head.

“Ship's coming up from the planet,” Yuskeya said. “Signature reads as an MPP Ironwing.”

“So someone's coming to visit us.”  I took a deep breath, wishing the intruder's body was already floating somewhere between here and Mars. I'd wanted to get further away from Earthspace before we jettisoned it, but now it seemed that might have been a bad idea. “Okay, folks, we're just going to cooperate, here. If they find anything they shouldn't, I'll tell them what happened and take full responsibility. PrimeCorp's not quite as popular on Mars as it is on Earth, so that might run in our favour.”

Viss' drawling voice came over the comm from Engineering. “Just as a point of interest, Captain, the Tane Ikai could fly circles around an MPP Ironwing and be gone outsystem before they finished getting a signature reading.”

I smiled. “Noted. But I'd rather not put us on the Nearspace fugitives list if I don't have to. And we do have cargo to deliver.”

“Just a thought, Captain.”

“Hail the Ironwing, Baden. I may have to put up with this, but I don't have to pretend that I like it.”  When he gave me the nod, I said, “Mars Planetary Police vessel approaching the far trader Tane Ikai. Please respond to this comm and state your purpose.”

The face on the viewscreen was not that of the weary Flight Officer who'd hailed us first, but a woman, much younger but with a stern set to her jaw.

“MPP Red Wing Arla Jansen here, Captain Paixon, and my Flight Officer, Tamri Ongolonan is with me. We'd like a word with you on board your vessel, if that's convenient.”

“May I ask why?  We seem to be having a perfectly clear conversation over this comm.”

She wasn't easily rebuffed, though she kept glancing at her controls, not holding my gaze. “My orders are to speak with you in person, Captain. We're investigating several criminal matters at this time and we're hoping you may be able to assist us.”

I was about to give in when another voice broke in on the comm.

“Thank you, MPP Ironwing. The Nearspace Protectorate is assuming authority in questioning this vessel. Your revised orders should appear on your console any second now.”

I almost grinned, but kept my face impassive. The voice was one I knew well.

Red Wing Jansen's lips tightened a little as she looked at her console. She didn't resume eye contact with me. “Certainly, Admiralo,” she said with cold politeness. “Bonan tagon, Captain.”  The comm screen went blank, only to spring to life again a moment later. The face filling it now was grinning.

“Saluton, little sister!  Kiel vi fartas?”

“I'm fine, thank you, but it's big sister, remember?  Just because you're an Admiralo doesn't put you first in everything.”

He laughed aloud, showing even, white teeth. His dark hair showed no signs of grey and his face was as unlined as mine. He didn't look eighty any more than I looked eighty-four. “All right, you're still the boss. Now tell me, what have you been doing to annoy the Mars Police?”

I looked as innocent as possible. “Absolutely nothing. I'm just passing by on my way outsystem, about to dropdown some cargo, when—”

“They want to question you about something with no provocation whatsoever, I know, I know. You sure seem to attract bad luck, Luta.”  He shook his head in mock sympathy.

Baden snickered quietly. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Rei punch him in the arm. The crew knew, of course, that Lanar was my brother, and seemed to take an inordinate amount of pleasure in the teasing he gave me. “Okay, I might have a couple things I'm not really eager to tell them about,” I admitted. “But nothing they need to know.”

“No data runners on board?” he asked. “I hear PrimeCorp's keen to track down a cagey one who's managing to avoid all their traps between Earthspace and the Cassiopeias. Seems he—or she—is playing fast and loose with PrimeCorp data, and they don't like that at all.”

I shook my head. “No data runners that I'm aware of.”

“Hmph. Like you'd tell me.”  His grey eyes sparkled with amusement. He leaned back in his chair, and I saw that he was in his shipboard office. The wall plaque behind him, with the insignia and motto of the Protectorate, framed his face. “Okay, know anything about any mysterious disappearances before you left Earthspace?”

My heart thudded but I said coolly, “No, but if it were Alin Sedmamin who disappeared I confess I wouldn't shed any tears.”

Lanar snorted. “Azeno!  Is he bothering you again?”

“Nothing I can't handle. Although one thing he said made me wonder. Something about 'changes in the wind' that would favour PrimeCorp. Any idea what he might have meant?”

Lanar pursed his lips. “He said this over a real-time link?”

I nodded. “He was trying to convince me to come in and see him, as usual.”

“I'm surprised he'd say that. It almost sounds like an admission of something, doesn't it?”  His face wasn't giving anything away.

“It might, if I had any idea what you were talking about.”

He seemed to consider, then said, “Not just yet, Luta. But yes, we think PrimeCorp is up to something.”

“Gee, what a surprise.”

He grinned. “Want to do me a favour?  Where are you headed next?”

“I have cargo for Eri,” I said cautiously. I didn't want to volunteer the information that we would be heading for the Split after that. Lanar would try to talk me out of it, and I wasn't in the mood to fight with him.

“Perfect!  Will you courier a datachip to the Protectorate headquarters there?  It will save me a stop.”

“No top secret information that's going to make me a target, is there?  I have enough trouble on my hands already.”

“Cross my heart,” he said solemnly. “I was about to pick it up from the Superintendent on Mars, but I'll message him and tell him to deliver it to—who will you send to collect it?  Viss?”

“Sure, he'll probably have some part or something to pick up anyway. But you'll owe me one,” I warned. “I'm not the one who signed on to be an errand runner for the Protectorate.”

Lanar laughed. “I haven't actually run that many errands since I made Admiral, but I don't mind being in your debt.”

Curiosity got the better of me. “You won't really be, anyway. Not that I'm complaining, Lanar, but why did you step in with that Ironwing?  You didn't think I was actually in trouble, did you?”

He chuckled again. “No, I just wanted to talk to you and I didn't have an hour to wait for MPP to finish jabbering. I know what they're looking for and it wouldn't apply to you anyway. They're boarding every ship that's left Earthspace in the last three days.”

I felt a little pang at his trust, thinking about what was concealed in the secret locker, but I brushed it off. “So what's up?”

He went suddenly serious. “We were docked at Sagan and I spoke with Karro. He told me about Hirin. I'm—it will be a big loss—for the family. Is he there?”

“It sure will.”  I brushed away a tear that had sprung up too fast for me to try and blink it back. “He's doing fine so far, though, and he's happy—really happy. He's in his cabin. Do you want to talk to him?”

“I'm glad you can do this for him, then. Yes, put me through. I've got a run to Lambda Saggitae on the board but I have a minute. Oh, and little sister,” he added, the grin sneaking back across his face, “try to stay out of trouble, would you? I'll tell them to let you sidestep the red tape this time, but I'm not always going to be there to get the MPP or anyone else off your tail.”

I stuck out my tongue at him. “I don't need a babysitter anyway, but thanks. It saved me a chunk of time, if nothing else.”

“No problem at all. See you 'round Nearspace,” he said, and I signalled Baden to transfer the feed to Hirin's quarters.

After we'd contacted Mars Berthing again and arranged for the cargo dropdown, I realized that Lanar hadn't mentioned Mother. He usually asked—in an oblique way—if I'd had any luck with the search, even though I think he'd lost his own hope of finding her long ago.

I tried to brush it off. We hadn't had a long conversation, he was in a hurry. But it emphasized the hollow ache in my chest, that dark suspicion that no matter how much I wanted it, I was never going to find her.

 


 

 

Chapter Seven
Dead Assailants and Other Mortalities

 

 

 

 

 

I was finishing my morning session of tae-ga-chi when Rei signalled me on the ship's comm. We were seven days out from Earth, still two away from the vicinity of Jupiter and the wormhole to MI 2 Eridani.

“Good place to get rid of our unwanted cargo,” she advised. “The only thing on the scanners is a big asteroid. If I calibrate it right I can set him down right on that.”

I wondered if anyone else on board shared my pangs of guilt about getting rid of this inconvenient body. Sure, he'd broken onto my ship, assaulted me and tried to steal my genetic secrets—but did he really deserve to be jettisoned unceremoniously onto some nameless asteroid in the empty vastness of Nearspace?  It gave me a twinge. I also still felt bad for lying to Lanar about it, and worried at how quickly word of the intruder's disappearance had spread to the outer planets Earthside.

However, options were limited. He currently reposed in the frozen confines of Cargo Pod Two, but he'd already been there for a week and he couldn't stay there forever.

“Okay, Rei, give me twenty minutes and I'll be on the bridge.”

She hummed a few melancholy bars of what I imagined must be an Erian funeral dirge, then chuckled and broke the connection. I shouldn't have been surprised. Rei can find the humour in almost any situation, and if there isn't any she'll find a way to inject it. Forcibly.

I slipped out of my bodyglove and pulled clothes out of the dresser. Tae-ga-chi is not a sweaty kind of workout, but it does tend to focus mind and body into such a mellow state that you move in slow motion for a while afterwards. I was only half-dressed when a knock sounded at the door of my cabin.

Hirin's voice called, “It's me, Captain.”

“Come in, Hirin.”

He entered the cabin and quickly shut the door behind him. When he saw the state of my attire, or rather lack of it, his eyebrows shot up. “I swear, if I were twenty years younger—”

“You'd still be wrinkled,” I laughed, but I stepped over to plant a kiss on his cheek. His arms came around me in a surprisingly strong embrace and he moved his head so that our lips met instead. He kissed me with unexpected ardor.

When he released me, my pulse rate was higher than it had been during my workout. I stepped back in surprise and looked at him suspiciously.

“Hirin Paixon, are you getting better?”

He laughed, but then he said, “Honestly, Luta—I don't know. I feel so much stronger than I did back on Earth, you can't even imagine. Dr. Ndasa commented on it yesterday.”

I studied him, cataloguing the slow changes that had been taking place in the week since we'd left the confines of Earth. Not only did he stand straighter, but his walk had lost much of its shuffling quality, and his face had filled out. His breathing was smoother and no longer wheezy. It was as if the faded version of him had been recoloured. Granted, the ship's artificial gravity was only 80% of Earth-normal, and the air a little richer in oxygen, but those things alone wouldn't account for the differences—would they?  It seemed an unbelievable change for only seven days.

“Does he have any ideas about it?”

“I don't know—he did ask me if he could run some tests. I think he's going to start them today.”

“What about the virus?”

Hirin shrugged. “I'm going to ask him if he can find out what it's doing now. When I decided to come out here, I wasn't going to worry about it, just let things happen, until I came to the end. But now . . . now I'd like to know what's changed.”

“Me, too.”  I finished dressing quickly. I'd managed to sneak into Hirin's room a couple of nights since we left Earth and we'd slept curled against each other in the pure bliss of being together again. If Hirin kept getting stronger . . . well, one of those nighttime visits might turn into something more.

When we left my cabin, Hirin headed down to the galley to join Dr. Ndasa for tea, and I went to the bridge. The rest of the crew was there, an impromptu send-off party for our uninvited visitor.

“He's in a cargo crate in the jettison tube, all set for departure,” Baden said with a grin when I entered.

“Why does everyone think this is so funny?” I snapped. “The man is dead, not going on vacation.”

They went quiet. “Rei, get the calibrations right and just do it. I want this over with.”

“Right you are, Captain,” she said. “It's all set. Do you want me to activate the homing beacon on the crate?”

I considered. It didn't actually seem very likely that we'd ever want to find this particular asteroid again—in fact, I felt like if I never saw it again, I'd be just as happy. But the homing beacon was fairly weak, and you really had to know the calibration codes in order to find it. Cargo crates could go missing from time to time, so the beacon was useful to the vessel that owned them—but  it wasn't like any passing vessel was likely to notice it and go to investigate. “Sure, turn it on, Rei. Launch when you're ready.”

It took less than a minute for the image of the nondescript cargo crate to glide onto the viewscreen as it cleared the side of the ship. The asteroid Rei had targeted as a landing spot hung in the distance, a pockmarked, slowly rolling shape with a cluster of smaller followers.

We watched for a few moments as the crate slid silently through the vacuum, on course for its asteroid gravesite. I was about to turn my attention from it when—it vanished.

Someone gasped. I blinked.

Viss said, “What the hell?”

“Rei, scan for that crate,” I ordered.

Her fingers flew over the console for a few seconds, then she said, “I can't get it. It isn't there anymore.”

“It has to be there,” Yuskeya said. “Did you calibrate for the beacon?” She sat down at one of the sensor screens and ran several scans in quick succession. Then she sat back and dropped her hands to her lap, dark eyes puzzled. “Okej, it's not there.”

“Wormhole?” Viss suggested, but Yuskeya shook her head.

“We'd know if there was one that close. Hell, we'd be almost inside it. And without a skip field generator the crate would have been spit back out by now.”

Baden snapped his fingers. “But maybe not if it's a pinhole.”  He sat down and rapidly fed commands into the communications console.

“I didn't think there were any pinholes out here,” Rei said.

“Neither did I. Neither did anyone else, as far as I know,” Baden answered. He was grinning. “If I've found a new one, I'll get to name it.”

“If it goes anywhere useful,” Yuskeya reminded him. “Communication pinholes aren't much good if they carry your message out to some unexplored system like Zeta Tucanae.”

“Hey, don't ruin this for me, huh?  At least wait until we know for sure.”

“Excuse me.”  I cleared my throat. “Captain here!  Does anyone want to tell me how a cargo crate three meters long could disappear into a pinhole?  Because that's what it sounds like you're saying might have happened, and I've never even heard of that possibility before. I thought they were only good for transmitting messages.”

“Mostly they are,” Baden said, not taking his eyes off his screen, “but some of them are large enough that small items or craft can slip inside. You're right, it doesn't happen very often. And they don't work like the big wormholes—they're a different kind of phenomena. They seem to have an internal force that draws from both ends and streams continuously down the length of the tunnel, and they don't need Krasnikov matter to keep them stable. That's why messages can travel so fast and reliably through them, although not as fast as a ship going through a wormhole.”

“Thank you, Baden. Now, can you tell me where the hell this one goes—and where it's taken our unwanted and unlamented visitor?”

He looked up at me with a grin. “Not yet. I've sent out a tracer scan, but it will have to exit the pinhole, pick up data, and bounce off the crate and back into the hole to be picked up again at this end before I'll know anything else.”

“And how long will that take?”  It all sounded doubtful to me.

“Anywhere from ten seconds to a week,” Baden said.

“A week?  We can't stay here a week!”

Baden shook his head. “No, seriously, I doubt it will take that long. It takes a week to get a return message through the pinhole between MI 2 Eridani and the Keridre/Gerdrice system, but that's because of the insystem distances. I expect we'll hear back from this one much faster than that.”

How badly did I want to know where the crate had come out?  It all came down to that. I sighed.

“A day,” I decided. “We can't wait more than a day to find out about this. Rei, hold this position for twenty-four hours. The crate had no identification markings, so it would be almost impossible to trace it back to us anyway. I'll wait a day to see if Baden gets to name a pinhole, but that's it.”

I turned and left the bridge before there was any further comment or complaint. Suddenly I just wanted to get away and think for a bit.

One of the biggest problems with Nearspace travel on a far trader is how small the ship seems after the first few days. My cabin was four and a half meters by almost three, the largest of all the crew or passenger cabins, but it still felt mighty confining at times. The galley was bigger, but it never seemed to be empty. I passed by it, hearing Hirin and Dr. Ndasa laughing over their tea, and climbed down the hatchway to the engineering deck.

While that had some more wide-open spaces, it was likely that Viss would be back before too long, so I kept climbing down. This brought me eventually to a metal catwalk vaulted high above the floor of Cargo Pod Four. I came here when I needed to think. The biggest volume of empty space on the ship could surround you here, over six hundred square meters of it, and it was heavenly.

Jettisoning the body of my mysterious assailant had started my mind down the path I'd been avoiding in the days since we'd set out from Earth. What did PrimeCorp really want from me?  Well, sure, they wanted to know if my body contained anything they could legally claim. But what could that something be?  I thought I might have an answer—at least I had a theory, which recent events had helped me solidify. Here, in the relative vastness and quiet of the cargo pod, I wanted to consider that theory.

What were the facts?  First, not aging. I'd had my personal doctor check me over in every imaginable way when I'd turned fifty, and he'd been completely baffled. “You're in wonderful shape for fifty, Luta,” was what he'd said, but we'd both known it for the massive understatement that it was. If it had just been me, I might not have made the connection to my mother, but since Lanar showed the same persistent youthfulness, well, it made sense. That was when I started looking for her in earnest.

Additionally, I didn't get sick. The notebug virus was only the latest example. Hirin and I had suffered exactly the same exposure to the virus that had debilitated him on Vileyra—I'd come through unscathed. No colds, no influenzas, no infections, nothing.

I also seemed, if not impervious to injury, at least somewhat protected. Toxic fumes didn't damage my airways; poisons were flushed from my system with no effect; cuts and bruises healed in twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I'd never tested anything truly severe, like a plasma burn or getting smashed up in a collision, but there had been times I'd been tempted to try something serious, just to see. Luckily, my curiosity had never driven me that far.

So it was undeniable that something was protecting me—internally—something that did not occur naturally in the human body. I had two theories about it. Initially, that it had something to do with childbirth, since I'd seemed to stop aging after Maja was born. But Lanar's similar condition seemed to disprove that one. The second was that my mother had done something—the details of which were beyond my imagination—to effect this protection for both of us. Even so, no blood scans or DNA tests had ever detected anything out of the ordinary, not even the first ones I'd allowed PrimeCorp to conduct.

Now Baden had discovered this strange “entity” when he'd scanned for the virus. An entity that was difficult to detect, that rendered itself somehow invisible immediately after it had been observed, that apparently changed its molecular appearance at will—to avoid detection?  Whatever I was carrying around was over sixty years old, but perhaps the tech was finally catching up with a leap my mother had made long ago. Baden's “entity” made me wonder if that leap might have involved those helpful little constructs we called bioscavengers.

They'd been around as early as the middle of the twenty-first century, protein constructs that could counteract the effects of certain toxins, like nerve gases, in the body. The research had grown in leaps and bounds for a while, producing cancer and other disease-specific bioscavengers, then trauma-repair nanobioscavengers. We got that far, and then the Chron war put a stop to everything. Even after it ended, tech made a slow comeback through the thirty-odd years of the Retrogression. First, we were too busy trying to save the species from destruction to worry about how long we could live if the war ever ended, and then we were too busy being thankful and reflective about our salvation. Technology seemed like something that had only gotten us into trouble by catching the attention of the Chron in the first place and was best avoided for a while.

But finally we went back to wondering how we could keep the body going, keep it healthy, fix it up and make it last. That's where my mother came in, and I had to assume that she'd made a breakthrough. A breakthrough that, for some reason, caused her to break with PrimeCorp. A breakthrough that had set our family on the run. A breakthrough that Nicadico Corp and their Longate treatment had attempted to duplicate, with disastrous results.

The intruder who'd made his way aboard the Tane Ikai had wanted samples from me: blood and tissue, judging by his techrig. What if he'd been hoping to find, not those things specifically, but something in addition to those things, something that might be present in them?  Like a sixty-year-old nanobioscavenger that could do all the things its many predecessors could do, and more, all at once? Such a construct would be a gold mine to someone who could break it down, perhaps reverse-engineer it, and learn its secrets.

It would answer a lot of questions. It made a lot of sense. It was also pure speculation.

It was more imperative than ever that I find my mother. Because whatever it was, she must have put it in me. And only she could tell me exactly what it could do, and how long it would last.

If I were scheduled to live forever, I wanted to start making some plans. If not, I'd like to have some idea just when my expiration date might come up. Neither medicine nor the mirror was telling me anything useful.

Baden's voice over the ship's comm interrupted my musings.

“Captain, you might want to come back to the bridge now. I've got some news about the pinhole.”

I sighed. No matter how much time I spent thinking about things, the answers I needed were simply not in my brain.

“I'll be right there.”

I started the long climb back up to the bridge deck and realized halfway up that I was humming—it echoed eerily down the hatchway. I puzzled for a moment over where I'd heard the tune, and then it came to me. It was the little funeral dirge Rei had treated me to earlier in the day.

I climbed the rest of the way in silence.

 


 

 

Chapter Eight
Pinholes, Wormholes, and Holes of the Heart

 

 

 

 

 

“It's back!” Baden said as I strode onto the bridge. His face was alight with excitement.

“Your tracer scan?”

He nodded. “And you'll never guess where the other end of the pinhole is.”

“That's right, I won't. So just tell me.”

“It's in the Keridre/Gerdrice System. There's only one other reliable comm pinhole to that system and it's always overloaded, plus it comes out light years away from any of the inhabited planets, which is why messages take so long. If this one turns out to be reliable, I'll be famous!  I even got readings from Nellera, so the terminal point is not very far out in the system.”

I tried not to frown. “Doesn't this mean that the crate came out in the same vicinity?”

“Well, yes, but I wouldn't worry about it. No-one's going to notice the homing beacon, and even with that, there aren't any traceable identifiers on either the crate or the body. Unless someone finds it and runs a government Nearspace database search, and what are the chances of that?”

“Not very good,” I agreed, although I had some misgivings. I smiled. “So what are you going to name it?”

“I don't know yet. I have to think about it.”  He grinned evilly. “I was thinking of naming it after Rei, since it is a communications pinhole and no-one talks more than—”

He ducked away from the punch she swung at him.

“Well, you won't have to worry about me talking to you,” she said loftily. “Captain, would you ask the communications officer if he's done here now, or do we have to hold this position indefinitely while he brags about his discovery?”

“No, I won't,” I said. “Members of this crew are not permitted to stop talking to each other while on duty. Captain's orders. Rei, get us back on track as soon as Baden's finished with any other readings or scans he needs. I'm going to the galley to have some tea and talk to some grown-ups for a change.”

The only grown-up still there when I arrived was Dr. Ndasa, who was engrossed in something on the datapad propped up on the table before him. He didn't look up until I'd fetched a cup of hot chai for myself and sat down opposite him at the table.

“Oh, hello, Captain,” he said vaguely, glancing up from his screen. “I'm just looking over some of Hirin's data from my interview with him Earthside. I haven't done any physical testing on him, but his condition is markedly improved since that time, judging by my own observations.”

I nodded. “I've noticed that, too. Do you have any ideas about why?”

“Some thoughts, but nothing concrete,” he said. “The lighter gravity, and the slightly richer atmosphere inside the ship, probably have something to do with it. It's likely he's eating better—both the nature of the food itself and the effects of having more engaging companionship to share it with. But to pin down exactly what's at play is impossible. After all this time we're still not sure about all the effects deep space travel has on the body, human or Vilisian. Most of the research is looking to see how we can address the negative effects—now I'm beginning to think there may be positive things we've overlooked.”

“That would be wonderful.”  I remembered how Hirin had been when he was younger—how we had been.

“He's told me about the virus. We talked about it Earthside and again since we embarked on this journey. I'm curious to know if space travel has had an effect on its progress in his body. That would be quite a valuable bit of information.” The excitement on his face was an alien mirror of Baden's a few minutes ago.

I sipped my tea carefully. It was almost too hot to be drinkable, and redolent with spices. The heat of both tingled down my throat. “He mentioned that you plan to run some tests.”

“Yes. You don't mind if I use the facilities in your First Aid station?  I notice you have more than the usual single-function datameds and healstrips in there.”

“Please feel free. I think one of the previous owners of the Tane Ikai suffered health problems, and he had her outfitted to provide more than just patch-up medical needs.”  It had been Hirin, but I didn't say that.

“Thank you, Captain.”  He smiled sheepishly, the amber skin around his eyes puckering. “I'm finding space travel a bit more—tedious than I'd expected, to be perfectly honest.”

I laughed. “It can't be all hurtling through wormholes and marvelling at nebulae, Doctor. There'll be plenty of excitement soon. Our first skip is tomorrow and we're only a week away from our trip through the Split after that.”

He sipped at his teacup and shuddered. It had obviously gone cold long before I'd arrived. “Well, there are many different sorts of excitement, aren't there, Captain?  I'm not looking forward to that part of the journey now, as intriguing as it sounded back on Earth.”

“Me, neither.”  I finished my tea and pushed my chair back. “Look forward to seeing the other end of the Split, Doc. That's what I'll be doing.”

 

 

We arrived at the wormhole out of Sol system just after noon the next day, shiptime. Although there's no actual “night and day” in space, we cycled through the same hours we would have on Earth or any other planet with a similar-length day, just to keep our own rhythms as normal as possible. Humans seemed remarkably unable to adapt to six- or forty-hour days—our circadian programming was too deeply encoded in our genes to be undone in less than two brief centuries of space travel.

Rei brought the ship to a halt well away from the almost-invisible dark spot that marked the end of the wormhole. Like any wormhole, it wasn't easy to see; hell, you'd never spot it without sensors to tell you where to look. Think of a black cat on a moonless night, or a shadow on the pupil of an eye. The communications relay, parked a few hundred meters away from it, was a dead giveaway, though.

Normal wormhole runs are an unremarkable way to travel these days, although it's always interesting to watch passengers make their first one. They're welcome on the bridge, so long as they stay out of the way; it's the only place on the ship with a decent viewscreen, and even if you're a seasoned Nearspace traveller, the inside of a wormhole is something to see.

It's quite a pretty place. All the radiation pouring into the wormhole gets blueshifted to high frequencies and reacts with the thin layer of Krasnikov matter the skip drive generates to hold the wormhole open. The result is a breathtaking swirl of constantly moving colour, like a hundred rainbows spinning down a drain. As the skip starts and the ship bounces from one side of the wormhole to the next, the effect is dizzying, and not a few meals have been lost in wormhole transit. Of course, the X-rays and gamma rays would fry you in an instant if the shields failed, but we don't talk about that with the passengers.

Hirin and Dr. Ndasa had both come up to the bridge to watch. Hirin was grinning like a kid and Dr. Ndasa looked nervous, the scent of grapefruit wafting from his skin again. I was glad Hirin was there. If he were going to have any negative reactions to the skip, I wanted him close. He came and stood behind my skimchair while the others were busy making preparations.

“I never thought I'd see another wormhole,” he whispered. “Thank you, Luta.”

I swivelled my head around to smile up at him and realized that there were tears in his eyes. “You're welcome,” I whispered back. “Now go and sit with Dr. Ndasa before you make me blow our cover!”  I turned back to the viewscreen.

He squeezed my shoulder and strode over to sit by the Vilisian.

“Tracer scan reports no other ships in the wormhole or near the other terminal point,” Rei said. “Initiating skip drive sequence.”  She looked over for my approval and, when I nodded, launched us into the wormhole.

No matter how many skips you've done, the wild beauty inside a wormhole always takes you by surprise. I glanced over at Dr. Ndasa just after the wormhole mouth closed around us and the swirling tunnel of colour curved out ahead. He stared at the viewscreen transfixed, his mouth open slightly, nodding at something Hirin was telling him. His long-fingered hands tightened on the skimchair arms when the first skip sent us spinning to the other side of the wormhole, but that was all.

Hirin looked over and winked at me, so I stopped worrying about him, and a minute later we were in the MI 2 Eridani system, heading for its lone inhabited planet, Rei's homeworld Eri. We'd be on Eri just a day, with one cargo shipment to unload there and fuel to take on, and then we could head for GI 892.

We were just about to leave Eri when Maja caught up with us.

 

 

I know I stared stupidly at Baden when he said, “Live incoming for you, Captain. Maja Tacan.”

“What?  Where is she?”  It couldn't be a live message if Maja was back in Sol system. My heart thudded heavily in my chest. If Maja were here, or close enough to send a live message, something must be wrong.

“Maja Tacan, message originates from the P. Keinen, Dock 34.”  Baden half-turned in his skimchair, sea green eyes quizzical. “Is something wrong, Captain?”

I shook my head. “No, Baden, it's all right. It's—it's Hirin's daughter. He's asleep. I'll take it in my quarters. Secure messaging.”

My knees felt watery as I scurried down the corridor to my cabin. “Maja?  What's wrong?” I asked as soon as her face appeared on my screen.

“Hello, Captain,” she said. Her face was set in a serious look that I knew well. She wasn't interested in sparring with me today. Whatever had brought her here was more important, but she didn't seem upset.

“We're secure, Maja, and I'm alone in my quarters. Where are you?”

“I'm here on Eri, Mother. Nothing's wrong. How's Dad?”

I knew she hadn't come all this way, hating space travel as she did, just to ask about her father. “He's doing fine, Maja. He's actually improved since we left Earth. Please, why are you here?”

She took a deep breath, audible over the comm line. “I decided—I wanted to be with Dad. At the end. I want to come with you, if you have room.”

Her voice was harsh; it was difficult for her to ask favours of me.

“Maja, you hate space travel!”

“I know. It doesn't matter.”

“What does Taso think about this?”

Maja shook her head, pressing her lips into a thin line before she spoke. “Taso and I have been separated for six months, Mother. The divorce will be final soon. He has nothing to do with this.”

I stared at her. I didn't say, “Why didn't you tell me?” because I knew why she hadn't. Instead I asked, “Does your father know?”

“I didn't want to worry him. He seemed so frail . . .”  Her voice trailed off, but she kept her eyes steady on mine. There was a core of steel in my daughter that I could admire when she wasn't wielding it against me. Perhaps I hadn't done her any favours by accepting and mirroring her aloofness.

“What about work?”

“Leave of absence,” she said. “It's not a problem.”

I smiled at her, flooded with relief that the news hadn't been worse. “Well, you seem to have thought of everything. Come aboard, Maja, and we'll talk some more. There's room if you want to stay. Your father will be happy to see you, and I think you'll be pleasantly surprised when you see him.”  I pretended not to notice the suspicion in her eyes as I broke the connection.

Since our scheduled departure time was getting close, I stuck my head in on the bridge before I went to see Hirin and said, “Slight delay on everything, folks. Looks like we're taking on another passenger. Yuskeya, since Dr. Ndasa has both cabins on the dock side, would you run down and check out the starwise cabins and make sure they're presentable?”

“No problem, Captain. Should I go now?”

“Please.”

Rei looked at me and raised her eyebrows. She'd have to wait for an explanation, though. “Rei, would you double-check stores, make sure we have enough laid in to handle another mouth?  We shouldn't be held up too long, she's already here at the port, so everyone just stay ready, okej?”

Then I went down the corridor to Hirin's room before anyone could ask me anything else. I eased the door open gently, expecting to see him still asleep, but he was standing in the middle of his small cabin, his arms and body twisting slowly in the fluid motions of tae-ga-chi.

He stopped when he saw my face, and grinned.

“I still remember how to do it,” he said proudly. “And now I can do it again.”

“Hirin, that's wonderful. But we've got company.”

His eyes narrowed, and he looked like a fierce, grizzled bulldog. “PrimeCorp?”

I shook my head. “Maja.”

“What the—Maja's here?”

“Here on Eri, yes, and on her way to the Tane Ikai. I just spoke to her. She followed us because she didn't want to be away from you when—at the end.”

Hirin closed his eyes and shook his head slightly. “Maja hates space travel.”

I crossed the few steps between us and hugged him. “But she loves you.”

Hirin sighed. “She loves you, too, Luta.”

“Maybe.”  I pulled away. “Anyway, she'll be here soon. You want me to bring her here?”

He thought a moment, then said, “I don't think so. She isn't finding the same man she said goodbye to on Earth. I'm not an invalid, and I think I'll meet her in the galley. She may not even want to come along once she sees me.”

“Or it may make her more determined. If she wants to come, I'm not going to stop her.”

“No, I won't, either,” he said. “But it's not going to make things any easier.”

“Nothing ever does.”  I kissed his cheek and went to meet my daughter.

 

 

She was there ten minutes later.

“Saluton, Mother,” she said when the rear airlock hatch cycled open and she could see that I was alone.

“Hi, Maja.”  I smiled carefully. “I still can't believe you came all this way.”

She shrugged. “It just didn't seem right not to. And I didn't have any reason to stay behind.”

“I'm sorry about Taso.”

Maja nodded. “I knew you would be. You always liked him.”

That wasn't what I meant, but I let it go, knowing even as I did it that someday I was going to have to stop just letting things pass with her. I wanted to ask her more about it, offer to listen if she wanted to talk, but we hadn't had that kind of relationship in a long time. We'd been together ten seconds now without a fight and I wanted it to stay that way as long as possible.

“Well, your Dad's waiting for you in the galley.”  I pointed down the corridor. “It's this way.”

“I know, Mother, I used to live here too, remember?”

I bit back a retort and followed her silently down the hall. Fifteen seconds and counting.

Hirin sat at the big table with two mugs of double caff in front of him. He didn't stand when we came to the doorway. I guessed he didn't want Maja to be too shocked all at once. His appearance itself should be a surprise.

“Hi, honey,” he said in a voice that had regained so much strength and timbre that she stopped halfway across the room. “What's all this about, now?”

I slid quietly along the wall so I could see both their faces. She was looking at him quizzically. “Dad?  You—you sound great.”

He nodded. “I'm feeling so much better, Maja, you wouldn't believe it.”

She crossed the rest of the way to where he sat and took the chair beside him, leaning in to give him a quick hug. Then she put a hand on his cheek and said, “And you look great, too.”

“And watch.”  He pushed his chair back easily and stood, straight as a man half his age, walked confidently over to one of the big armchairs and sat. He crossed his legs and held his arms wide, obviously pleased with himself. “What do you think of that?”

Maja shook her head in obvious amazement at this performance and turned to me. “What did you do?” she asked, her sapphire eyes dark with suspicion.

“Not me.”  I shrugged. “Dr. Ndasa thinks it might be the lower gravity and richer air. Better food. Or something else. We don't really know.”

“But you should have taken him back home so his doctors could—” she stopped when she saw the look on Hirin's face. Maja sat back in the chair and crossed her arms. “So I suppose you think this will make me change my mind and go on home.”

Hirin got up and went back to the table. “You're welcome to come along if you like, Maja,” he said. “But if you're here for a funeral, you might be disappointed. Really, honey, if you'd rather go back home I think you can go with an easy mind. I'm not so sure anymore that this is going to be my last run.”

Maja looked at me and I shrugged.

“Your decision, Maja. There's an open cabin waiting if you want it, but I agree with your father. It's probably not going to be the trip you thought you were taking. I know you don't like this kind of travel.”

I knew the look on her face before she said a word. “I don't understand this,” she said slowly, “and I don't trust it. You could get worse again, Dad. I still want to go along. I can pay my way, at whatever you usually charge.”

“Honey, cost isn't an issue. Family always travels for free on the Tane Ikai.”  Surprisingly, she didn't seem to take offence.

“Okej,” she said, nodding.

“Right this way, then. We were just getting ready to leave when I got your message.”  I led her through the door at the back of the galley, leading to the starwise passenger cabins. These had been Maja and Karro's rooms when they were children. I wished the ones on the other side were open, so that Maja couldn't accuse me of trying to make her feel like a child, but I forced the thought away. These were available, and Maja was here unannounced. I'd let her choose, though.

“These are the only two open, but you can take your pick,” I said.

To my relief, she didn't make any remarks, and chose her own old room. She opened the door, and I followed her inside. Yuskeya had been efficient, as usual, and the room looked as clean and inviting as it was possible for a far trader cabin to look.

“I'll get Baden to bring in your things.”

“Home sweet home. I assume I should just call you 'Captain,'” she said, looking around the cabin and not at me. “You and Dad are still carrying on with your little charade?”

“Everyone knows you're Hirin's daughter, but only Rei knows where I fit into the family portrait,” I said evenly. “So your father and I would appreciate it if you went along.”

She met my eyes then, and hers were as cold as the vacuum that would soon surround us. “Seems like this family is always trying to keep secrets. I guess 'family always travels for free' comes with conditions.”

“I'd rather say that family comes with some expectations.”  I chose my words carefully. “Your father and I have agreed that this is the best way for us. I'm asking you to respect that.”

“The way you've always respected what I think?”

“I respect what you think, I just don't always agree.”  I took a deep breath. “Look, Maja, I don't want to fight with you. I know we clash sometimes, but it's not that I think you're wrong about everything.”  I blew out a long sigh and leaned back against the door. “Do we really have to do this now?”

Maja sighed and sat down on the bed. It looked like she was blinking back tears, but I couldn't be sure. “No, I suppose we don't. I just don't like any of this,” she said. “I thought I was prepared for Dad to die. I came out here to face it, even though it was hard. Now things have changed again, but who knows if they'll stay this way?”

“I certainly don't. Right now, I'm taking one day at a time. For your father's sake, I'd like us to try and get along.”

She didn't exactly smile, but her face softened and she nodded. “We can try,” she said, although she didn't sound too certain.

“You unpack, and we'll talk again later,” I said, and left with at least a tentative peace in place.

Rei threw me a sympathetic glance when I popped my head in at the bridge to ask Baden about Maja's gear, so I knew she'd found out who our new passenger was. I smiled and shrugged. For now, I was just trying to roll with the punches.

 

 

To give Maja credit, she made every effort to fit in unobtrusively with the rest of us. She graciously accepted Baden's offer of a tour of the ship (since she couldn't very well explain that it had been her childhood home), showed up on time for every meal, and stayed away from the bridge. Hirin told me that she tried to coddle him for the first couple of days but finally seemed convinced that he could look after himself again. She played quozit with Yuskeya in the galley, talked politics with Viss, and laughed at Baden's jokes.

She didn't say much to me, but that was just her way of trying to get along, and she did nothing that would hint at our relationship.

Hirin was worried about her, though. “She seems distracted to me, Luta,” he said to me when we were a couple of days out of Eri, and alone in the galley fixing lunch. “She's worried about something.”

“She's worried about you,” I reminded him. I added some re-hydrated tomatoes to our salads and handed him one. “That's why she's here.”

“No, I think it's something else. She's still trying to 'look after' me a little, but overall I think she's accepted that I'm feeling better. Did she say anything to you about Taso?”

I sat at the table and he pulled out the chair beside me. I shook my head. “Only the bare fact of the breakup. We aren't prone to mother-daughter confidences, in case you haven't noticed.”

“She didn't give me any details, either. Do you think I should talk to her?”

I smiled at him and sighed. “No, I think I should try to talk to her. I'm her mother. I guess I've been putting it off. I don't know if she'll talk to me about Taso or not. More likely just get angry.”

Hirin put a hand over mine. “Maybe not. Maybe she needs to tell someone about it. She might appreciate your asking.”

I pulled my hand out and patted his instead. “I thought you weren't going senile anymore.”

“Very funny. People change, you know.”

“Well, it's worth a try. And if it doesn't go well, I promise not to say 'I told you so.'”

 

 

I let another day pass before I went looking for her. She was in her cabin, reading.

“Mind if I come in for a few minutes?” I asked when she opened the door.

She shrugged and turned away, going back to sit on the bed. “I guess not. Is Dad all right?”

“He's fine.”  I closed the door behind me and sat in the desk chair. “Maja, I wanted to talk to you about Taso. Are you okay?”

“I'm doing fine. I suppose you think it was my fault.”

“No, and I'm not trying to pry. These things happen, but they're never easy. I just wanted to know how you're dealing with it.”  I smiled. “It's a mother thing.”

She hesitated, looking down at her datapad. “We just grew apart, I think. And then he found someone else.”

I didn't know how she'd take it if I tried to hug her, so I stayed where I was and just said, “Honey, I'm really sorry.”

“She's quite a bit younger,” Maja said. “Old story, I guess.”  She clamped her lips together and I wondered what else she had been about to say.

I nodded. “Is everything settled, then?  What about the house?”

“He didn't want it, so we split things so that I could keep it,” she said. “The money wasn't a problem. I took a leave from the school for this term, because I didn't want anything personal to affect how I taught the kids.”

I smiled. “You seem to have everything under control, as usual.”

She sighed. “Except for the things I'd like to control. Is that all?  I'm fine, really, but . . . thanks for asking.”

“Well, that's what mothers do, worry about their kids.”  I didn't know if she meant it or was just saying it to get rid of me, but either way I wasn't going to argue. It was the first non-confrontational conversation we'd had in a long time and I wasn't about to push it. “I'm glad you're doing okay. If you do want to talk, well, you know where to find me. See you at supper.”

Outside her door, I took a deep breath. That hadn't gone too badly at all, and she appeared to be dealing with the breakup in her usual businesslike way. Maybe this trip together would turn out to be a positive thing for us. If Maja and I could have a few more conversations like this, we might actually start to get along.

I wasn't going to get my hopes up just yet, though, and it didn't explain what was worrying her—if anything was. Hirin might have just been picking up on her ongoing concern for him. I'd tell him about our conversation, I decided, and let him take what he wanted from it. If he still thought she had something else on her mind, he'd have to try his own luck at finding out what it was. I didn't feel like pushing mine any further.
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Bodies, Minds, and Other Well-Kept Secrets

 

 

 

 

 

Maja stayed in her cabin when we made the wormhole jump from MI 2 Eridani to the uninhabited GI 892 system, sulking, I think, because she and Hirin had fought about his being on the bridge for the skip. She thought it was too dangerous, and he'd laughed and told her he felt well enough to pilot the ship himself. Aside from that, by the time another three days had passed we'd all settled into a comfortable routine. Mid-afternoon of that day we arrived at the Split.

Viss and Rei spent some time running every conceivable check on the ship's systems; stabilizers, hull integrity, skip drive, plasma drive, field generators, steering thrusters and half a dozen more. Meanwhile, Yuskeya ran reams of data calculations on everything that was known about the Split and fed all the analyses into the nav computer.

Hirin was on the bridge with them. He'd earned a place there as the only one aboard who'd piloted the Split before, even if it had been over thirty years ago. Skip drives and Ford-Roman field generators apparently hadn't changed much in that time, because he was discussing technical fine points with Rei and Viss and seemed completely at ease. From my chair at the command station, I admired him covertly. The changes in his health were still all positive, and he looked about as close to dying as anyone else aboard.

Maja was in her cabin, feigning disinterest, but I expected she and Dr. Ndasa would appear on the bridge by the time the skip drive kicked in.

I tried not to fidget, and I knew Baden was feeling the same way by the sympathetic look he shot me. The two of us really had nothing to do while we waited, and the suspense was killing us. I wasn't surprised when Dr. Ndasa appeared in the archway that led to the bridge.

“May I come up there with the rest of you?” he asked sheepishly, twisting the end of his long braid around one finger. “It's slightly—unnerving, waiting back there and not knowing what's happening.”

“Completely understandable.”  I turned in my seat to smile a welcome. “I was planning to call you before we went in to ask if you'd like to come to the bridge. We're still running checks, but you can have a seat at one of the empty stations and make yourself comfortable.”

As I said, I'd been through the Split once before. However, since I was busy at the time trying to subdue an alien—a Lobor pirate who was attempting to strangle me—and listening to Hirin swear because he couldn't leave the controls to help me with the alien in question, I can't tell you what it looks like inside. All I know is what I've heard, that it's not like a normal wormhole. Apparently that's all Hirin noticed about it at the time, since he was dividing his attention between piloting the ship and watching his wife fight off an alien pirate. I was looking forward to this time, when I hoped I could let others do all the work and just watch the show.

Rei sat back in her chair and fetched a deep breath. “I think we're ready,” she said. She turned and grinned at me. “This is going to be interesting.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Not too interesting, I hope. Just get us safely out the other side and that will be plenty interesting for me, thanks.”

“No problem, Captain,” she said, and snapped off a completely irreverent salute.

“Viss?” I asked.

He nodded. “She's as ready as she's going to be—the ship, I mean. She's in good shape as far as I can tell. I'm going to monitor everything from the engineering console here.”  He grinned. “I don't want to be stuck down on the other deck and miss any of the fun.”

“Yuskeya?”

“All ready. All the data we have has been compiled and downloaded into the nav computers and the skip drive compensators.”

Hirin snorted. “The time I piloted the Split,” he said in true cranky-old-man mode, “we arrived in this sector at top speed and fired up the skip field generators on the fly. We had no wormhole data to speak of, mostly rumours, and I had to do everything myself as the rest of the crew was engaged with—another emergency. Rei's a perfekta pilot and the ship is in good shape. Let's get going, already!”

“Not much I can say after that.”  I smiled. “I hope you're still as lucky as you were back then, old man. Go ahead, Rei. Take us in.”

Rei and Viss busied themselves at their stations and the ship hummed to life. The buzzing whir of the skip drive matter generator soon drowned out the usual comforting throb of the main drive. Once it got going it faded into white noise, but for the first few minutes after it started up it sounded like a hive full of angry giant bees had invaded the ship. You definitely knew that something out-of-the-ordinary was going to happen. It was at this point that passengers usually arrived on the bridge.

Right on cue, Maja appeared and, when Hirin crooked a finger at her, took a skimchair from an empty console and wordlessly slid it over beside him.

We began to move toward the wormhole, the black spot where no stars shone growing even darker as we approached. To outward appearance it looked like any other wormhole.

The difference was obvious as soon as we entered the mouth, however. The tunnel that stretched and curved ahead of us swirled with the usual spangle of colours down one side, but the opposite side was a barely discernible gauzy grey, opaque yet seemingly insubstantial. My head spun with a vertigo that was completely unlike the sometimes-dizzying beauty of other wormholes. This was more like standing on the edge of a steep, crumbling precipice.

“Holding steady on one-hundred-eighty degree skip course,” Rei said, and her voice was the tiniest bit shaky. “Advancing Krasnikov matter generator to full power.”

It was like going over the crest of a snowy hill on a sled, the slightest hesitation and then a quick drop as the ground fell away. We skidded along the wormhole like a skipping rock, one that ricocheted off the sides of a watery half-circle in a smooth defiance of gravity.

“Drives at one hundred percent,” Viss reported. “No problems.”

The colours were beautiful, but I couldn't keep my eyes away from that half-circle of grey that demarcated near-certain death. It looked almost soft, inviting. I wrenched my eyes away from it. My suicidal curiosity was kicking in again, but I had more lives to consider here than just my own.

We hurtled along the wormhole at nearly full speed now, the colours blurring almost painfully. I heard Dr. Ndasa gasp but didn't turn to him.

“Rei?  How are you doing?”  Her hands skittered over the touchscreen like frenzied spiders, making the numberless tiny adjustments that would keep us away from the deadly grey zone.

“Okej.”  It sounded like her teeth were clenched. “The ship wants to make the full circle skips. Hard to hold to one-eighty.”

“Should we reduce speed?”

She shook her head. “No, I think it would only make it worse. I don't know how the hole gravity would affect us.”

A tremor shook the Tane Ikai, only a small one, but anyone who knew the ship felt it. Viss punched in adjustments. I glanced over and saw that Maja was holding Hirin's hand, her face ghostly in the bright bridge lights. My own fingers dug painfully into the armrests of my chair, and I deliberately disengaged them. We seemed to be swinging closer to the dangerous edges of the coloured walls with every skip, but it might have been my imagination and I didn't want to put any more pressure on Rei.

“Time?” Rei asked. I looked over and saw that her skin, beneath her pridattii, had gone very pale.

“Probably halfway through,” Baden said. The muscles were working in the side of his jaw. Inaction at a crucial time was a difficult thing for a man like Baden. He was a lot like Hirin in that respect, I thought with a pang.

“Luta,” Hirin gasped suddenly, and I turned to look at him. His face was ashen, the same grey as the half-wall of the wormhole, and he clutched his chest with one hand and Maja's hand with the other. Maja stared at him, her mouth open. Heart attacks happen occasionally during skips. The words appeared with horrible clarity in my mind.

“Hirin!”  I dove out of my chair toward him. Dr. Ndasa and Yuskeya moved only seconds behind me.

“Luta?”  That was Rei, her voice tight.

“Never mind us!” I yelled. “Keep the ship on course.”

We eased Hirin out of his chair and onto the bridge's cool metal decking, and Dr. Ndasa loosened Hirin's shirt. Maja hadn't said anything, but she still gripped her father's hand. Yuskeya leapt up and staggered against the inexorable forces that pulled at her, heading for the First Aid station.

“His pulse is jagged,” Dr. Ndasa said. The metallic scent of his worry belied the calmness of his voice.

“Feel like . . . can't breathe,” Hirin managed to gasp. “Too tight . . .”

“Dad . . .” Maja croaked.

“It's all right, Hirin.”  I took his other hand. It was ice cold. “We're going to help.”  I looked at Dr. Ndasa hopefully, but his dark alien eyes were unreadable.

Yuskeya hurtled back onto the bridge and dropped to her knees beside us. I hardly knew what she was doing as she and the doctor worked over Hirin. A datamed. A scanner. A pulse injector for meds. Other implements I couldn't name.

Maja met my eyes for a second, hers dark with fear and something else I didn't want to name. I couldn't let go of Hirin's hand, although the weakness of his grip was frightening. I must have been crazy to think I could handle this. Then I looked back down at Hirin, and in his eyes was a look of finality, and love, and regret. He had been getting better!  It isn't fair!

“Luta!”  Something was wrong. Rei was shouting.

Then I felt it—the ship was shaking as if we were entering an atmosphere far too fast and at the wrong incline.

“What's wrong?”

“The swing force is too much. I can't hold us to one-eighty!”

“You've got to!”

“Twenty seconds, Rei,” Baden shouted. “Just twenty seconds more!”

“I can't do it!  We'll be off the safe side in two more skips at this rate!”

“Viss?  Can you do anything?”

He didn't answer me right away. “Viss!”

His hands never stopped moving over the engineering console, but he shook his head. “I'm trying. Nothing's working.”

Hirin whispered something. Yuskeya bent over him. “What?”

“The main drive,” he rasped, a little louder. “Shut it down.”

“We can't shut down the main drive,” Viss said calmly. “The drag would disrupt the skip. I don't know what it would do to the ship.”

“Rei?”

“I don't know.”  Her voice was as panicked as I'd ever heard it. “We'd probably break apart.”

“No.”  Hirin's voice was stronger, but not much. “The plasma drive's started . . . a resonance flux with the skip drive. That's what's wrong. You have to . . . shut it down. Now.”  He tried to smile, but it came out as a grimace. “Trust me.”

I released Hirin's hand and stood up, swaying against the warring energies that clawed at the ship. “Viss, do what Hirin says.”

“But Captain—”

“Shut it down, dammit. Now!”

He didn't argue again, and his hand didn't hesitate as he punched the command to shut down the drive. The shaking stilled immediately and the ship shot forward even faster than it had been travelling.

“Hey!”  Rei's hands still flew over the board, but I could tell from that one word that she was back in control—both of the ship and of her fear. The arc of the skips lessened perceptibly, and ten seconds later, we shot out of the terminal point of the wormhole into the starry, empty space of the Delta Pavonis System.

“Help me get him to First Aid,” Yuskeya said, wrapping Hirin's arms across his chest so we could carry him.

I was shaking so badly I knew I couldn't support his weight, and I let Baden push me gently aside so he could help. Maja held fast to Hirin's hand, and she hadn't looked at me again. Before I followed them, I laid a hand on Rei's shoulder. She was trembling, too.

“Good work.”

She shook her head. “I almost lost it.”

“Not your fault. You got us through. We're here in one piece.”

“What about Hirin?”

“I don't know. He's still alive, and we're out of the wormhole.”

She shuddered. “If anything—”

“I know. But he wanted to come. Yuskeya and Dr. Ndasa will look after him. He wanted to come.”

“Oh, Luta,” she said, and tears welled up in her golden eyes and flowed over the beautiful dark swirls on her cheeks.

“I know, Rei,” I said, and my own tears came then, too. “I know.”

 

 

A week later Hirin was still alive, but barely. He was extremely weak and short of breath, always feeling shaky and tired. Dr. Ndasa ordered complete bed rest, but it was unnecessary—Hirin couldn't have walked the length of himself. Maja nursed him almost ceaselessly, while Yuskeya and Dr. Ndasa took turns caring for his immediate medical needs and trying to figure out what had happened to him. It had been a heart attack of sorts, the result of some strange surge the virus had taken when we entered the Split. But there was no real explanation. Even Dr. Ndasa was, on the whole, mystified.

I kept waiting for Maja's anger at me to explode, but this time it didn't. She wasn't saying much, her eyes burned when she looked at me sometimes, but we weren't fighting. It was eerie. Finally, I mentioned it to Hirin when I took some lunch into his room.

“What's up with Maja?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, struggling to sit up.

“I mean she hasn't tried to bite my head off for taking you through the Split.”  I sat on the side of the bed and handed him the bowl. He took it shakily.

“This time,” he told me with a characteristic grin, even though his voice was quavery, “I confess. I interfered.”

The effort of talking exhausted him, though, and he motioned for me to take the bowl again. I filled a spoon with spicy, saffron-coloured broth and held it to his lips.

“You told her not to get mad at me?”

He slurped and nodded.

“Even you haven't been able to manage that little miracle before,” I observed, spooning up some more. “How'd you talk her around this time?”

Hirin swallowed carefully before he answered. “I told her that if I found out you two were fighting,” he said, and paused to draw a deep breath, “it would probably kill me.”

I stared at him, mildly shocked. I'd never known Hirin to resort to any kind of emotional blackmail before.

He shrugged. “I figured that if I only have a short time left, I might as well use it to get you two to be civil,” he said. He took a few breaths, gathering strength. “You can go back to sparring after I've gone.”

I pressed my lips tight together, willing the tears away. “Well, I'm not saying I'm buying into the whole 'I'm a goner' thing, but thank you. At this point I don't care why she's doing it. I'm just too tired to worry about anything else.”

Hirin took my hand, although his grip was very weak. “Luta, I do wish you two could learn to get along. You'll both be alone now once—”

“I know, I know,” I interrupted him. “I don't have to hear it again.”  I leaned over to kiss his wrinkled forehead. “As long as you feel up to it, keep saying nice things about me. Maja might actually listen to you one of these times.”

“I'll do my best,” he whispered, and closed his eyes to nap again.

I went in search of the doctor to ask for what seemed like the hundredth time if he'd discovered anything new. He and Yuskeya were drinking triple caff in the galley.

He made the strange Vilisian waggle that was the equivalent of shaking his head. “I still don't understand it. The tests I ran just before our arrival at the Split showed that the virus had gone dormant, probably since Hirin left Earth. I was going to start running some theoretical data extrapolations to see if I could come up with an explanation.”

“You really think that just being in space was causing the virus to back down?” I asked, my heart heavy. If that were the case I would have kept Hirin on the Tane Ikai years ago instead of letting him go into the nursing facility on Earth. But at that time he'd seemed to be getting steadily worse.

He shrugged. “I was hoping to verify that theory. It could have been conditions in space, or it could have been conditions he left behind on Earth. Two sides of the same coin, but knowing the causal relationship could provide information that might be applied to other diseases, or to others suffering from this virus or ones like it. Since it's a synthetic virus—”

“A synthetic virus?” I asked. I'd never heard of the doctors mention that before. “What does that mean?”

“The virus that infected Hirin is a bio-engineered entity, not a naturally occurring organism,” he explained patiently. “Actually, it looks like a recombinant version of two originally separate viruses, with a synthetic element. This is the first chance I've actually had to look at it, treating Hirin since his . . . relapse,” he said. “I thought you would have known that.”

Yuskeya said carefully, “I thought bio-engineering viruses was illegal.”

“Well, it is,” Dr. Ndasa said. “Unless it's done as part of a project that doesn't have the creation of viruses as its ultimate goal, and everything is destroyed once you're finished with it. It's a fairly common practice, really, and sometimes—well, sometimes the protocols fail, and a virus does get out and flourish 'in the wild.'”

“So, doesn't that mean it should be easier to treat?” I asked. “I mean, knowing what it's made of?”

Dr. Ndasa smiled slightly. “If only it worked that way,” he said. “In truth, that's why bio-engineering viruses is illegal, except under highly controlled conditions for research purposes. Often synthetic ones are more resistant and difficult to treat.”

“Was there much damage to his heart?”  I'd been putting off asking that question.

Yuskeya frowned. “That's the weird part. There doesn't seem to be much damage to the heart muscle itself, and yet he's not getting any better. It's like the virus is running rampant now, and everything in his body is affected.”

“Even though we're back to the same conditions as when the virus was dormant,” I added. “It doesn't make sense.”

“Ah, but we don't know if they're exactly the same conditions or not,” said Dr. Ndasa, “because we don't know what those conditions were. We're in a different part of the universe, don't forget, and although it all may look the same from the viewscreen of a starship, every system could have subtle differences we can't even detect. Particles, rays, who knows what?  Maybe things we wouldn't see even if we ran extensive scans and readings in the system.”

It sounded grim. “Can you think of anything that might help him?” I asked, hating the pleading sound in my voice. “We're almost at Rhea, and we've got a cargo dropdown for there. I could go planetside, find whatever you need . . .”

Dr. Ndasa nodded slowly, the folds of skin around his eyes puckering as he thought. “There might be a few things,” he said, “if you could find them. I'll make a list tonight.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. “Thank you.”

He reached over and patted my hand. “I can't make any promises,” he said seriously. “There might not be any improvement at all.”

“I know,” I said, blinking. “But it's worth a try.”

 

 

Maja insisted on going planetside with me on Rhea, to try and fill Dr. Ndasa's wish list. I was surprised.

“I thought you'd want to stay here with your father.”

Strangely, she flushed. “I do, but I want to feel like I'm doing something, too,” she said. “Do you mind if I come?”

There was no trace of the old belligerence in her voice. She was just asking a favour.

“No, I don't mind at all,” I said. “I'd be glad of the company.”

Once we'd berthed at the spacedock outside Undola Mines and the steves had started to unload the cargo, we took the slideway into the city proper. We could have rented a flitter but Maja suggested that since the day was fine we might as well get all the fresh air we could. After being cooped up in the ship for so long, I had to agree with her. As we walked, I felt some of the stresses of the last few days dissipating in the cool air.

The city was an old one, the first one to spring up after humanity had discovered the wormhole to Delta Pavonis and explored the two planetary jewels of Renata and Rhea. Rhea's crust was riddled with rich deposits of uranium, and most of the settlements had grown up around mining colonies. Undola Mines, though, had transformed itself over the decades from a simple mining station to a large, cosmopolitan city, and I wouldn't have known where to start looking for Dr. Ndasa's supplies if it hadn't been for the handy data kiosks peppered around the streets. I touched my datapad to the screen and the whole of the city lay in my hand, mapped and ready for us to explore.

Maja wasn't quite as impressed with it as I was, but she was busy taking in the sights. There was a considerable Lobor population on both Rhea and Renata, and Maja was watching the wolf-like aliens with covert interest. There were Lobors on Earth,  but they were uncommon.

“Stop staring,” I whispered.

She turned to me impatiently, then saw my grin and chuckled. “I guess I was, a little. I didn't realize what I was missing, staying on Earth this long.”

I consulted the datapad and we set out down a wide street lined with shops. Electric cars hummed past in both directions, and the walkways were crowded.

“That's one thing your father and I always enjoyed,” I said, “just being in a place completely unlike anything you'd ever seen before.”

It was the wrong thing to say. At the mention of Hirin, the air seemed to pick up a chill that permeated both of us.

“This way.”  We turned down a side street that was less busy, but still humming with activity. We found the shop we sought easily. The Lobor behind the counter was brisk and professional, consulting our list without questions or comments. I caught Maja staring at the pale umber skin on his hands and the line of dense russet fur that showed when the hem of his sleeve pulled back from his wrist, and nudged her foot. He had all but two of Dr. Ndasa's items in stock.

Back on the street, I consulted the datapad again. We might find what we needed at another of the smaller shops listed. It was on the other side of the city and too far to walk, but slideway routes arched over the busy streets, and we climbed a set of steps up to the nearest one. They moved much slower than the traffic, but twice as fast as we could have walked.

Maja seemed relaxed again, so it seemed an opportune time to have another talk with her. “You seem to be adjusting well to space travel after all. Is it not as bad as you'd remembered?”

“It's fine.”  She stared over the rail at the traffic below us.

I tried again. “You do seem a little distracted though, and worried. Anything you want to talk about?”

This time she turned. “I'm worried about Dad, of course,” she snapped.

My mercurial daughter. “I know that,” I said gently. “But he thought you had something on your mind earlier, before we went through the Split and he got worse. I wondered if Taso—”

She shook her head, blonde hair wafting around her face in the breeze. “No, I told you, I'm fine with that. After the first little while it was—actually sort of a relief. We were together, but not in any way that really mattered.”  She looked as if she might say something more, but stayed silent.

“Okej.”  I turned away lightly. “I was just asking.”

We rode the rest of the way in silence. Our stop was in a much quieter part of the city, away from the main routes. The streets here seemed a little darker, more shadowy, although the sky was still clear above.

The buildings were dingier and not as well marked here, the streets narrow and crooked. We walked slowly, peering through dust-coated windows and trying to decipher signs in Vilisian and Lobor as well as Esper. There were almost no other pedestrians, but I didn't turn to look when I heard footsteps behind us. I was studying the datapad, trying to locate the store, when a black-clad pair of arms went around me roughly from behind. I jerked in surprise, dropped the datapad, and heard Maja scream.

Reflexively I kicked out backwards, but missed my attacker's legs and stumbled forward. He was ready, however, and didn't loosen his grip. I tried the opposite end, throwing my head back in an attempt to smash it into his face, but he ducked that, too. I heard a nasty chuckle.

I twisted my head to try to see Maja. She was in the same state I was, held tight in the grip of a man in a dark biosuit. I caught a glimpse of his face but I didn't recognize him. A bruise was darkening beneath his left eye, so Maja must have had better luck than I'd had in landing a blow. I felt a flash of surprise at that, but I didn't have time to think about it then. I had a brief impression of two or three other dark-suited figures. Something small and cold pressed against the back of my neck, I heard the snick of a pulse injector, and my vision dimmed. A wave of nausea rolled over me.

I heard Maja gasp, “What are you doing?  Not now!” just before I lost consciousness, and wondered foggily what she meant.

 


 

Chapter Ten
Various Items Stolen and Recovered

 

 

 

 

 

Whatever they'd injected fortunately wasn't meant to kill me or incapacitate me for very long—or perhaps my mysterious internal defence systems had come to the fore again. I fought back to consciousness with the realization that I was being trundled along on a cargo sled, arms bound in front of me. For a wild moment I thought the cargo sled meant we were back at the spacedock, but I didn't recognize the rhythmic thumping noise that echoed around us, and when I gingerly opened one eye a crack I saw what looked like the inside of a warehouse or factory. The air was thick with an oily smell I couldn't place.

I didn't want to move around enough to attract attention, but I could hear the treads of another sled behind us, presumably carrying Maja. The footfalls of our captors were soft, and they didn't speak. It sounded like all five or six of them must still be with us.

At last we stopped and someone punched a code into a keypad on the wall. The cargo sled moved through a doorway into a darkened room. The second sled nudged up beside mine, and something hit the floor nearby with a clunk. I caught the glint of Maja's fair hair before they shut the door, closing us into the dark. The oily smell was less noticeable in here, and the thumping quieter.

I tried to sit up and realized that something bound my ankles as well. A wave of dizziness swept over me when I raised my head and I almost fell sideways again, but I bowed my head and fought it off. The only other sound in the room was Maja's even breathing. She didn't seem to have moved yet.

I felt around my ankles for what held them, and was disappointed to feel the smooth, hard lines of ultraplas cuffs, not good old-fashioned ropes and a knot. My wrists were doubtless held by the same kind of cuffs, since there was no give to the binding at all. I took a deep breath and slid off the edge of the cargo sled to stand, swaying a little until I gained my balance. It felt good to have accomplished even that much.

Shuffling as quietly as I could over to the other cargo sled, I leaned down close to Maja and whispered her name. She didn't stir. She lay on her side, facing away from me, curled up almost into a fetal ball. Blindly, I ran my hands over her wrists and ankles—they were bound just as mine were. I shook her, gently at first, then more urgently, but she still didn't show any sign of returning to consciousness. Panic threatened to overtake me, but I told myself that she was okay; her breathing sounded steady and strong. They must have injected her after they put me out, or given her a stronger dose. Or my “entity” had allowed me to wake early.

Belatedly I thought of the beacon implant in my ID biochip—if I could activate it, the Tane Ikai would know that I was in trouble, and the crew could follow the signal to me. I hadn't even thought about the implant until the day Baden had asked me about it, but it was worth a try. If it still worked—he hadn't been kidding when he'd said it was outdated. And if the factory we were in wasn't wire-blocked. And if anyone back on the ship was on the bridge and listening.

With the ultraplas cuffs firmly locking my wrists together, though, I couldn't reach my forearm to activate it. One good press was all it took, but it was impossible with the cuffs on. I swore under my breath. I looked around for something to extend my reach, realized it was too dark to see anything, and knew that I had to get Maja awake to help me.

Hard as I shook her, though, she didn't wake. I whispered into her ear as loudly as I dared, but with no response. Finally I shuffled around to the other side of the cargo sled and leaned over her, trying to maneuver one of her limp fingers into position on my implant. If I pressed against her finger hard enough, I thought, it might activate the beacon. I was just thinking that I might have done it when the door to the room opened, spilling blue-tinged light around us. It was too late to feign being still unconscious, so I stood up as if I had merely been trying to rouse Maja and faced my captors with more confidence than I felt.

“Kidnapping is a Primary Statute crime, you know,” I said conversationally to the figure outlined against the light in the doorway.

The figure said nothing, just reached toward the wall. Overhead lights sprang to life and I blinked in the sudden glare. When my eyes had adjusted, I saw three of them in the room with us. All were dressed in black biosuits, two men and a woman. I didn't recognize any of them. One of them shut the door.

The shortest of the three, a blocky man with thin grey hair sparsely peppered across the top of his head and a jagged white scar across his upper lip, pulled a chair out from a computer console and pushed it in my direction. “Have a seat, Captain Paixon,” he said. “You and your daughter can be on your way in a few minutes.”

Like I believed that. I hesitated, hating to give in to his orders, but there wasn't much I could do to resist. With my hands and feet bound by the ultraplas cuffs, any one of them could have me on the floor in a second without breaking a sweat.

“Why hasn't my daughter woken up yet?” I asked as I sat.

“She hasn't been out as long,” the same man said, unclipping a techrig from his belt. It looked familiar to me, but at first I didn't realize why. “She should be coming around any time now.”  As if she had heard him, Maja twitched her head and groaned.

“Do I get to know what this is all about?” I asked, to hide my relief.

“Come on, Captain, I think you already know.”  He was busy with the touchpad on his techrig, and I glanced over at the other two. They stood just inside the door, their faces impassive. One was the man with the blossoming bruise under his eye, the skin around it taut and swollen now. Maja must have landed a hard one on him. The short man looked up from his screen at me and grinned, not a friendly grin. “And if you don't, your daughter can explain it all to you when she wakes up.”

He nodded to one of the guards and she moved behind me, clamping her hands on my shoulders. The short man pressed the end of the techrig to my upper arm, and when I glanced down at it, I realized where I'd seen one before. The intruder on the Tane Ikai had carried the same kind of modified datapad. I'd only had a glimpse of it before Viss tucked it away for further study, but I was sure this one was the same. The prick of a needle stung suddenly where the techrig pressed against my arm. I twitched away, but the woman's hands held me like a vise and the needle didn't dislodge.

“Almost done,” the man said, and pulled the techrig away from my arm. He moved it over my ID implant, about to link into it. I remembered Baden's datapad beeping when it recognized the beacon implant. If he linked to me, he'd know I'd set the beacon. I had to try and delay that, to give someone on the ship more time to get to us.

The guard behind me had relaxed when the other man had taken the techrig away, and I twisted to the side, swinging my wrists in the ultraplas cuffs up toward the techrig. They connected with a solid thunk and the rig flew out of his hands and skittered across the floor, into the alcove where he'd gotten my chair. Unfortunately, it didn't smash.

He cuffed me across the face, hard enough to bring tears to my eyes, and I heard Maja gasp.

“Mother!” she said, struggling to sit up. “Just—just let them do this. Then they'll let us go.”

I turned to look at her. Her face was set, but her eyes were frightened. Your daughter can explain it all to you when she wakes up, the short man had said.

“How would you know that?” I asked her.

The short man had retrieved his techrig and was fussing over it, while the woman's hands gripped my shoulders again, even harder this time. Maja pressed her lips together, then said in a rush, “They only want the samples, and then you can go. I—it wasn't supposed to be this way.”  She glared at the short man, who was paying no attention to her. “They were supposed to wait . . .”

“Wait for what?”  I was amazed at how calm my voice sounded. She had managed to wind up sedated and bound herself, but Maja had obviously known something about this in advance. My mind was having trouble processing that information.

I was going to have to wait for an explanation, though. The short man was advancing toward me, techrig in hand, his face hard. The woman clutched my shoulders in a death-grip. I wouldn't be able to take them by surprise again.

In the next breath the room went dark. The short man swore. “See what's going on!” he barked at the man still standing guard. I heard the click of the latch, but no light spilled in when he opened the door. The muffled thumping noise had also stopped, I realized, and the entire building was eerily silent.

I wished it meant that someone had come to rescue us, but there was no way the crew could have gotten to us that fast, even if I had managed to trigger the beacon. I realized I was holding my breath, and let it out in a long, silent sigh.

“Get out there and tell me what's happening,” the short man hissed, and as my eyes adjusted to the feeble amount of light coming from the huge room outside, I saw the guard move out.

I barely heard a soft thud outside the door, and then two beams of blinding light pierced the room, playing around quickly and coming to rest on our two remaining captors.

Baden's voice said casually, “Now, these lights are the targeting beams on a couple of pin-beam plasma rifles. Let the ladies go and you won't have to find out just how painful a pin-beam plasma burn can actually be.”

I couldn't understand how it was possible, but my body went limp with relief.

The man and woman were obviously not as willing to die for their cause as the intruder aboard the Tane Ikai had been. They didn't move from where they stood, although the woman released my shoulders.

Someone else slipped into the room, careful to avoid walking through the targeting beams, and I felt Yuskeya's hand on my arm a second later. She touched the cuffs and said, “Viss, maybe we could have the lights back in this room. I'll need to see to key in the disengage code that one of our friends here is going to provide.”

“Sure thing,” Viss said, and the lights came on overhead. The targeting beams dimmed under the overheads, but were still visible, playing with ominous brightness on the chests of our captors. I noticed that Viss held a techrig very like the one the short man had used on me—it had to be the one he'd taken from the intruder's dead body. I grinned in spite of myself. He'd said it might be useful sometime, and he'd been right, as usual.

Yuskeya looked pointedly at the short man and he snarled the code to disengage the cuffs. “You all right, Captain?” she asked as I rubbed my wrists where the hard ultraplas had bound them.

“We're not hurt.”  I glanced over at Maja as Yuskeya used the code on her cuffs as well. She wouldn't meet my eyes. I was far from all right, knowing my daughter was involved in this somehow, but I was willing to let it wait until we were alone.

I stood and took the techrig from the short man's unresisting hand.

“What shall we do with them?” Baden asked me.

“Well, it seems a shame to let these perfectly good cuffs go to waste.”  I passed them to Yuskeya. “And at least one of them has a pulse injector that might have a few doses left in it. There were more than just these three, though.”

Viss nodded. “Already taken care of, Captain.”

“Do you think that fancy techrig could extract names and personal data from their biochips, Viss?” I asked.

He grinned. “I'm pretty certain it could, Captain.”

While Yuskeya trussed them up, and Viss got their data. “Sylvana Kirsch, Ben D'Epiro, and Anshum Chieng, Captain,” he said when he'd finished.

None of the names were familiar to me. I found the bag that they'd tossed into the room with us. My datapad was inside, as well as the things we'd bought from Dr. Ndasa's list. I tossed the second techrig inside and crossed to the short man, now sitting in the chair I'd occupied only a few moments before. Yuskeya had cuffed his hands and feet and held the pulse injector close to his neck.

“One second,” I told her. I stuck my face close to his. “Tell your bosses at PrimeCorp that next time, we won't be leaving live bodies for them to find. You just got lucky today, Mr. D'Epiro. Stay away from me and my family.”

He didn't say anything, and I nodded to Yuskeya and left the room. My stomach churned with an anger so intense I could almost taste bile in my throat. The rest of the factory lay in darkness, but when the others followed me a moment later Viss used the techrig to pull the lights back up. Nobody said anything else until we were outside again, and Viss and Baden quickly loaded their weapons into a flitter that waited near the door with an anxious-looking Rei in the pilot's seat.

I climbed inside. “I don't understand how you found us so fast. I wasn't even sure I'd activated the beacon, and you were there only a couple of minutes later.”

Baden turned from the front seat and grinned at me, a little sheepishly. “Remember when I updated your virus protocols, after PrimeCorp sent you that bug?”

I nodded. Rei started the flitter and we rose above the street level and up past the elevated slideways.

“Well, I thought if PrimeCorp was ready to start playing dirty, it might be a good idea to update that beacon implant, too, and I keyed the signal into all the crew datapads. We got a signal from it as soon as you went unconscious. By the time you tried to activate it, we were probably almost there.”

I took a deep breath. I wanted to hug him, but I had to be the Captain first. “But you didn't see any need to let me know about those little modifications?”

“You would have told me not to bother,” he said with a shrug.

I smiled. I was a long way from laughing just yet. “Your’re probably right. Well, thank you, Baden. It's nice to know that you've all got my back.”  Maja was sitting beside me, but I still hadn't looked at her. There was one person in the flitter who most definitely hadn't had my back, and once we got back to the Tane Ikai I was going to find out why.

 

 

I had to let Yuskeya and Dr. Ndasa fuss over us for a few minutes, and I gave the doctor what we'd been able to find from his list.

“I'll come and check on Hirin in a little while,” I told him, “but I have a few things to take care of first.”

He nodded, and his eyefolds were puckered with what I had come to recognize as Vilisian worry. The coppery scent of his emotion suffused the First Aid station. “You should have a rest, Captain. You've had a traumatic experience today.”

I patted his arm. “I know, and I will. I'm going to talk to Maja now and see how she's doing.”  He made as if to protest, and I added, “And then I'll have a lie down, okej?”

Maja had managed to slip away to her cabin, but she wasn't getting out of this that easily. I had to know what part she'd played in the day's events. I was confused, because although she'd obviously known something about what was happening, they had knocked her out and cuffed her, too. I stopped in the galley on the way through to her cabin and pulled myself a triple caff. As I held the steaming mug I realized that my hands were ice-cold and not as steady as usual. I pressed them tightly around the mug to keep them still.

She didn't answer when I buzzed her door, but when I reached out to press the button again it slid open. She sat on the side of the bed with her head in her hands, and she didn't look up. I crossed the room and sat down in the desk chair, setting the caff down on the desk beside me.

“I'm sorry,” she said in a muffled voice after a minute. “I am so, so sorry.”

I was still angry, and though I kept my voice calm, it sounded hard and cold even to my ears. “That's wonderful and I'm glad to hear it, Maja, but I'm still not exactly sure what it is you're sorry for. How were you involved in what happened today?”

She sat up and swallowed hard. Her eyes were puffy and rimmed with red. “I wasn't. Not involved. But I knew right away what it must be about, although that wasn't how it was supposed to go.”

She stopped and took a deep breath.

“I'm listening.”

She didn't look at me. “A woman named Dores Amadoro contacted me after you left Earth,” she said. “She works for PrimeCorp, for Alin Sedmamin.”

“I'm familiar with her,” I said dryly.

“She told me that you were still refusing to cooperate with PrimeCorp even though they had a legal right to ask you for what they wanted—samples for their research.”

“And you believed her, of course.”

“Yes, I did. I . . . thought it sounded like something you would do.”  She looked up at me defiantly. “You've always hated PrimeCorp, irrationally, I thought. And you don't always play by the rules, Mother. Even Dad admits that.”

“Neither does your father, but I'll grant you that.”  I took a careful sip of caff. “What did Amadoro want you to do?  Come with us and set me up somehow?  Is that why you're really here?”

“No!  I'd already booked passage on the Keinen to try and catch up with you. Amadoro knew that when she contacted me. She knew Dad was dying. She was very sympathetic.”

“I'm sure.”  I bit my lip. I was trying to let her tell it her way, but my anger kept slipping out.

“All she asked me to do was plant a beacon on the ship after Dad had . . . passed. I wasn't planning to stay aboard after that. She said she just wanted to be able to keep track of you this time, so that they could pursue proper legal channels to get the samples. She said you never stayed in one place long enough for them to track you down and serve notices.”

“So you agreed.”

She met my eyes. “Yes. It didn't seem like such a big deal. And. . . I thought you were in the wrong.”

I wanted to tell her that I'd consider betraying one's own mother to be a very big deal indeed, but I didn't. “But then your father got better, not worse—”

“And I didn't know what to do,” she finished.

I looked at her, trying to imagine just how much she must dislike me. “When Amadoro told you that she just wanted to keep track of me, did you believe her?”

She looked away. Her hands twisted in her lap restlessly. “Yes. At least I told myself that I did. But then today, when they attacked us . . . I realized that I'd been fooling myself.”

“Did you ever plant the beacon?”

She shook her head. “No. She told me the cargo hold would be the best place, but I never did it.”  She crossed to the desk and opened a drawer, pulling out a shiny foldcase with her name on the front. From it, she extracted a fingernail-sized button and held it out to me. “You can get Baden or Viss to check it. It hasn't been activated.”

I let her drop it into my hand. “Seems like PrimeCorp wasn't planning to wait around for you to use this, anyway. Gee, could it be that they weren't playing straight with you?”

“Look, you don't have to tell me I was an idiot,” she said. “But I didn't plant the beacon and I didn't have anything to do with what happened today. I tried to stop them, after they put you out.”

“And that's why they took you, too.”

Neither of us said anything for a moment. Then Maja said, “I wonder how they found us today?”

I shrugged. “There's not much PrimeCorp can't find out about if they want to, not on Earth, anyway. Dores Amadoro could easily have looked up the planets I took cargo for, and had PrimeCorp ops watching the spacedocks for a chance to get at me. When they saw one, they took it.”

“Then why would they need the beacon?”

I stood up. “Because I only filed a flightplan to a certain point. Once I made the last cargo dropdown from Earth, there'd be no record of where I was going next.”

Maja licked her lips. “I guess I was wrong about that Amadoro woman. I am sorry, Mother.”

I'd let a lot of things slide with Maja over the years, even since she'd come aboard, just trying to keep peace in the family. I wasn't ready yet to forgive her for this one. “So am I, Maja.”  I left the cabin, and she didn't try to stop me.

 

 

We didn't waste any time in leaving Rhea. PrimeCorp's actions lately were outside the scope of what I'd encountered from them before, so it was impossible to predict how they might react to anything. We had cargo to dropdown on Renata as well, but I intended to do it as quickly as possible and not let anyone off the ship. Then we'd make the skip to Mu Cassiopeia, and we'd find out if my mother was still on Kiando.

The night before we reached Renata, I dreamed again.

As usual, I'm running through the crowded corridor of the space station. The silvery walls curve with the compass of the station, never allowing a long line of sight ahead. I know my mother is there, in the crowd, but I can't even glimpse her this time. I push past humans, Lobors, Vilisians, but I never seem to get any closer.

At last I reach the docking ring, but she isn't outside it this time. I've missed her. I run up to the ring anyway, punch in an access code with numb fingers. The docking ring doors roll open but there's no ship beyond, no sign of Mother. This time it's the swirling rainbow colours of a wormhole outside the ship, and a wild surge of force threatens to push me out of the station. I hang on to the door, pull myself back inside and key the doors to close. Exhausted, I lean against a viewport I hadn't noticed before, and I'm shocked when a body floats by outside with no EVA suit. It rolls gently, free-floating as if in water, and I see the dead face.

Hirin.

I don't think I screamed aloud, but I jerked awake, my face wet with tears. I sat up in the bed, panting, heart racing, the burn of adrenaline tingling up my arms and legs. I couldn't bring myself to look up at the viewport overhead. My head throbbed painfully. A single thought pulsed in my mind, one I'd been trying the past few days to ignore.

I couldn't take Hirin through another wormhole. Not in his current condition. Not after what had happened to him in the Split.

Unless . . . unless I put a certain plan into action. I got out of bed and paced the tiny room. An idea had sprung into my head after what happened on Rhea, but it seemed so crazy I didn't know what to do with it. I'd kept it to myself, rolling it over repeatedly in my mind while I waited to see if Hirin improved with Dr. Ndasa's care. But he hadn't, and I couldn't wait much longer. I paced the inadequate length and breadth of the cabin, wishing I could go out in the corridor, but I didn't want to wake anyone or have to answer any questions. I finally went back to bed and forced myself to stare out the viewport at the star-flecked darkness beyond, but I didn't venture into sleep again that night.

In the morning after breakfast, I went to see Hirin. He was dozing when I entered his cabin. There wasn't much sense in keeping him in the First Aid station, with its utilitarian cot, so we'd hauled all the equipment we thought we might need in a hurry and set it up in the guest quarters. The tiny room was crammed. For once, Maja wasn't there with him. He must have sensed my presence, even though I tried to move quietly, because he opened his eyes as I crossed to the bed.

“Come to cheer me up?” he asked. “I'm all right, really, Luta. This shouldn't be a surprise to either one of us.”

“I know that.”  I sat on the side of the bed and took his lined hand in mine. His skin felt cool and fragile again. “It doesn't help.”

He shook his head ruefully. “No, it doesn't, does it?”

“Where's Maja?”

“She went for a nap when I said I was going to sleep for a while.”  Hirin sighed. “I'm supposed to call her on the ship's comm as soon as I'm awake.”

No time to waste, then. “Hirin, I have an idea.”

“Mm-hmm?  Should I be worried?”

I smiled. “Probably. It's a little crazy, but you might think it's worth a try. I'll let you make the decision, though.”

“I never was one to refuse to consider a crazy idea, especially when it came from you.”

“Let Yuskeya give you a blood transfusion—from me. We have compatible types, so that's not a concern.”

He was frowning slightly. “No, it's not, but why?”

The words tumbled out. “Think about it, Hirin. I never age. I never get sick. I didn't get this virus when we were both exposed. The chemical fire on Eri that time, or the snakebite when we were mountain climbing in Brazil. Nothing affects me. Why?  What if it's something in my blood?”

“But you've been tested,” he said, shaking his head. “No-one's ever found anything.”

“I know that, but what if the tech simply couldn't find it before?  Baden ran a virus scan on me before we left Earth and he found something—something the datamed couldn't get a reading on. Maybe that's why PrimeCorp is bothering me again, because some new tech might find it and analyze it. Now I'm wondering, what if it's something that I could transfer—to you?  We've never known the explanation, but what if it's not something natural, or even enhanced?  Something completely—I don't know—autonomous. It might help. That's all I'm saying. It might help.”  I ran out of breath and blinked at sudden tears.

He reached up to stroke my cheek, his gnarled hand gentle on my soft, unlined skin.

“And if you're wrong, I don't have much to lose, do I?”

I laughed. “You said it, old man, not me.”  I took his hand in mine. “But it's all just conjecture, things I've tried to figure out on my own with not much to go on. Even if I'm partly right, and it is something blood-borne, it could be specific to me. It could even kill someone else, their body could reject it, or—”

“Shh. I know. I saw all that while you were talking, because I'm not quite senile yet.”  Hirin rolled sideways with obvious effort and propped himself up on one elbow. “Luta, the last couple of weeks, before the Split—they've been better than the last few years put together. Being out here, with you, feeling better for the first time in a long time . . .”  He shook his head. “I think I'd take any risk rather than go back to staying an invalid again.”

My heart thudded painfully in my chest. “So you want to try it?”  I realized I'd been just as afraid that he'd say yes as that he'd say no.

“Maja won't like it.”

I felt my jaw tense, but I hadn't told Hirin about Maja's betrayal, and I wasn't going to put that on him now. “Maja,” I said, “will go freneza. But it isn't her decision to make.”

He nodded. “I'll tell her. How will you explain it to Yuskeya?”

“That, I don't know.”  I ran a hand through my hair. “Frankly, I'm so tired of trying to hide the truth that I'd just as soon tell her—tell all the crew—at least part of what's really going on. They're all good at keeping secrets. I think they'd understand.”

“What about Dr. Ndasa?”

I hesitated. “I'm not so sure. I mean, I like him, don't get me wrong, and it's nothing to do with his being Vilisian. I simply don't know him that well. I think we'd all have to keep up the charade for him at least. But some of the pressure would be gone.”

Hirin laid back on the bed again. “Think he'll go planetside at all when we're on Renata?  When we're unloading cargo?”

“I think so. He mentioned a colleague on Renata he thought he'd look up if we were staying long enough. I wasn't sure if I'd even let anyone off the ship, but if I tell him he has time I think he'll go.”

“So we could explain everything to the crew and do the transfusion while he was off ship. That would make it easier.”

“That's what I was thinking. Hirin, are you sure you want to risk this?”

He reached up a shaky hand and drew my head down to his, placing his lips gently on my cheek. “No risk is too great,” he said in a low voice, “when the prize is worthy enough. Tell Rei to get this space crate to Renata as fast as she can. And you'd better go tell Maja I want to talk to her.”

 

 

Maja stormed into my cabin a short while later without even knocking. I was ready for her.

“How could you?” she demanded, before the door had even closed behind her. Her eyes were wild and she didn't come all the way over to where I sat at my desk.

It was strange, but I was still so angry with her myself that her emotion didn't touch me the way it usually did. I set my datapad carefully down on the desk. “Maja, I think it's his only chance.”

“And he'll do whatever you think, even if it kills him,” she said bitterly. “He always does.”

I shook my head. “That's not fair and you know it. Your father's always made his own decisions.”

“Fair?  You want to talk about fair?”  She stalked the rest of the way to my desk and leaned over it, glaring at me. “Is it fair that he still listens to you when I'm the only one who's stood by him all this time?  The only one not roaming all over Nearspace while he sat in that place? I went every day—every day. Is it fair that I'm always the odd one out in this family?  Is it fair that you look like that,” she spat, pointing at me, “and I look like this?”

She'd never actually come out and said it before, and my stomach lurched. But, good. It was finally out. I stood up. “So that's why it's all right to betray me, is it?  Because life isn't fair?  Grow up, Maja.”

For a second she looked like I'd slapped her. “I didn't plant the beacon!”

“Only because you didn't have a chance.”

“Stop trying to change the subject. I'm here about Dad.”

“Fine.”  I crossed my arms over my chest and took a deep breath. “I think this is the best chance he has, now. We've been through this before, a hundred times. I can't help the way I am, Maja. I don't understand it, I certainly didn't ask for it, and I've told you all I know about it. Don't you think if I knew how to share it I would have done that long ago?”

“I don't know,” she said nastily. “You seem to think you know how to share it now.”

“Maja, I have a theory, that's all. I don't know if this will work for your father. It's something I've just figured out recently, because of things that have happened.”

“Right.”

“Look at the incident on Rhea. PrimeCorp seems to think there's something in me worth going to a lot of trouble to get.”

She ignored that. “So this plan of yours is something you just 'figured out.'  How convenient.”

I threw up my hands. “Dio! Do you really think I'd want to outlive your father and you and Karro and the children?  To stand by and watch you all grow old, die, and not do anything about it?  Am I a monster?”

“What if it kills him?  Has that occurred to you?”

“Of course it has. But as far as he's concerned, he's as good as dead already. He was ready to die when we left Earth. How much better is it for him to sit around suffering?  Can't you go along with it because it's what he wants?”

Her blue eyes pierced mine. “Oh, I won't try to stop him. I don't seem to have any choice in the matter. I'll tell you one thing, though. If he dies because of this,” she said between clenched teeth, “I'll never speak to you again.”

“He's dying anyway, Maja.”  My voice was harsher than I'd intended. She didn't say anything. I wanted to shake her, to ask her why he mattered so much more to her than I did. “And what if it makes him better?  Will all be forgiven then?”

She didn't answer, just turned on her heel and walked out. I didn't try to stop her.

 


 

Chapter Eleven
Revelations and Risk

 

 

 

 

 

We touched down on Renata in the middle of a wintry morning. The first thing that met me was a static message from Dores Amadoro, which didn't improve my mood. I read it in my quarters while the crew finished docking procedures.

 

Received: from [205152.59.68] PrimeCorp Main Division

STATIC ELECTRONIC MESSAGE: 25.7

 

Encryption: securetext/novis/noaud

Receipt notification: enabled

From: “AdminAssistant Dores Amadoro”

<admin.amadoro.primecorp*web>

To: “Luta Paixon” <ID 59836254471>

Date: Mon, 25 Nov 2284 1:42:13 -0500

 

Attention Luta Paixon

 

Further to our last conversation, and under instruction from Chairman Alin Sedmamin, please be advised that I have instructed our legal department to begin proceedings for an exemption under the Nearspace Genetic Materials Privacy Act, in order to obtain samples of your blood and tissues. The same proceedings will be undertaken against your brother, Lanar Mahane, and your mother, Emmage Mahane.

 

Please advise the nearest PrimeCorp Division of your travel plans within Nearspace for the coming six months, so that we may serve the necessary documents as they become available. This will facilitate matters for all concerned.

 

Any information you may have concerning the whereabouts of your mother, the aforementioned Emmage Mahane, should be transmitted to any PrimeCorp Division to avoid later charges of obstruction or complicity.

 

Dores Amadoro, Administrative Assistant

for Chairman Alin Sedmamin

 

I glared at the screen. So Sedmamin, the bastardo, had decided to send his little flunky after me via the conventional legal route now, since his illegal plans hadn't worked?  That didn't seem like him, but it could be true. Or it could be the influence of this new thorn in my side, the oh-so-chilly Dores Amadoro. I erased the letter from the datapad with a contemptuous flick. Like hell I was going to tell PrimeCorp where they could find me. Let them chase me all over Nearspace.

The nerve of them, asking for—no, demanding—information about my mother's whereabouts!  If Sedmamin had been present, I probably would have punched in that puffy face of his, and slapped Dores Amadoro into the bargain. I stood up, sending my desk chair skimming across the room. It clattered against the bed. My quarters seemed suddenly too small, so I went out into the corridor, paced evenly down to the bridge entry, then turned and went back, as far as the galley, and turned again. The steady thud of my feet on the metal decking had a calming effect on my nerves, and the crew wouldn't ask questions. When I paced, they left me alone.

This Amadoro woman must feel very confident if she was dragging my brother Lanar into it. Lanar had the pull of the Nearspace Protectorate behind him, and the Protectorate had very clearly told PrimeCorp years ago to stop bothering him. Maybe Sedmamin hadn't warned her about that. Or maybe this sudden turnaround had something to do with the “changes” Sedmamin had hinted at in his conversation with me. I'd send Lanar a message as soon as I finished pacing, to see if he'd heard from anyone at PrimeCorp, and ask if we could meet up to discuss things. Between my unpredictable travels and his patrol duties it wouldn't be easy, but maybe we could manage it.

After traversing the length of the hall a few more times, I'd decided that was all I would do. I wasn't going to contact the PrimeCorp Division on Renata and tell them anything whatsoever. If this were another bluff, I'd call it, and if it were something else, I'd deal with it when the time came. I'd send Lanar's message, and then I had a meeting with my crew, and Hirin to worry about. Everything else would have to wait.

 

 

The capital city of South Colony, Serous, had a spaceport widely known for its hospitality. I got some curious looks when I told the crew we were having a meeting before any of them left the Tane Ikai for shopping, drinking, or any other planetside pleasures.

“This had better be important,” I heard Baden grumble as they filed into the galley.

I'd confided in Rei some of what I was going to say to them all, and she shot him a look that he must have read pretty well, because his eyebrows raised and he looked suddenly more alert. Dr. Ndasa had left for a meeting with his friend from one of the Universities, with my blessings to stay away until suppertime. I had already helped Hirin down to the galley and settled him in one of the two big armchairs that flanked one end of the room. Maja perched on the arm beside him, not meeting my eyes. The others took the chairs around the big table.

“We have about an hour before the first cargo is due to be unloaded,” I said without preamble, “and I have a few things to explain that are going to take a little while. So I'm just going to jump right in and you'll figure it out as we go along.”

They were a pretty solemn bunch right then, and I wondered what they thought I was going to dump on them. If the situation had been less serious, I would have laughed.

I started with a brief synopsis about my mother, how she'd worked for PrimeCorp when I was a child and that her focus had been in longevity research. I could tell they were wondering what that had to do with anything, so I dropped the first bombshell.

“I suspect, but have nothing but my own observations as evidence, that her work is responsible for a curious fact about me. I'm going to tell you my actual age. Most women don't hide it anymore, I know, but I have good reasons to do so. I'll be eighty-five on my next birthday.”

Baden snorted a laugh, then fell silent. Looks and mutters of disbelief made their way around the table and I kept quiet to let it sink in. Three pairs of eyes stared at me like they never had before, and I knew they were taking in every detail of my appearance in a very different context.

“Okej,” Viss drawled. “The last fifty years or so have been mighty good to you, Captain. And you think your mother's anti-aging research when you were a child had something to do with it.”

I nodded. “My brother Lanar is the same way. It would make sense.”

“How old is your brother, Captain?” Yuskeya asked sharply.

“He's eighty. But you wouldn't know it to look at him.”

“And that's why PrimeCorp is always dogging you?  Because your mother stiffed them over half a century ago?” Baden asked incredulously. “Hola, do they have long memories.”

“Well, it's more than just that, Baden. Don't forget the disaster with Nicadico Corp and Longate. They have Vigor-Us, but PrimeCorp would love to be the company that comes out with a treatment like Longate—a version that doesn't kill everyone who uses it.”

“Yeah, that would be a definite improvement,” Viss said.

“PrimeCorp seems to think that some of my mother's research into that sort of treatment is still floating around in Nearspace. To be precise, in me.”

“Do you think they're right?” Yuskeya asked.

I shrugged. “Quite possibly. It's the only thing I can come up with that would explain why I seem to be virtually immune to disease, toxins, aging, everything negative that affects the body.”

“The thing my virus program couldn't quite identify?” Baden asked.

I nodded. “I think so.”

“So why are you telling us now?” Yuskeya asked. “I can understand your keeping it a secret for so long, but what's changed?”

“That would be me,” said Hirin, his voice still raspy and soft since the heart attack.

“Bombshell number two.”  I crossed to Hirin's chair and settled on the other armrest. “Hirin and I have been married for sixty years, and Maja is our daughter.”

“Unfortunately, I don't share my wife's immunities, as is too painfully obvious,” Hirin added. Maja said nothing.

“I knew it!”  Baden gave one bark of laughter. “I thought it was one of those May-December things, but I knew it. Hirin, I confess to you now that I did my best to seduce your wife when I first came on board the Tane Ikai, but she resisted with ego-smashing ease.”

Maja remained stony-faced, but Hirin smiled. “I can't blame anyone for trying to seduce her,” he said. “She's easily the best-looking octogenarian I've ever seen.”

Baden laughed again.

“I still don't—”

“I know, Yuskeya. Here's the part where it all comes together.”  I got up again, walked over to the counter and drew off a double caff. “On the chance that whatever's in my system would help Hirin recover from the virus, even slightly, we want you to give him a transfusion, from me. We have to make the last skip to Kiando in a week and a half, through a brand-new wormhole, and it may not have been just the Split that made the virus and Hirin's heart go berserk.”

She frowned. “But a transfusion!  When you don't know anything about what might or might not be in your blood?  That seems so risky. What if—”

“Sorry to keep interrupting you, but we've been through all the 'what ifs,'” I said. “Hirin's willing to take the chance and so am I, but it's too difficult to keep it secret any longer, at least from all of you. If things happen as a result, we can't keep trying to hide the facts. I'm tired of it, and we need your help to do this.”

“What about Dr. Ndasa?” Viss asked.

I shook my head. “I'm not willing to share with anyone outside this room yet, and I might never be. I have to trust you all to help me keep the truth hidden from everyone else. It would just be easier if we were in this together.”

“Count on me,” Viss said easily. “The whole thing's so damned interesting that I'd be willing to keep my mouth shut just to know what's going to happen next.”

“Me, too,” said Baden. “If you don't tell anyone I came on to a little old lady. My reputation would be shot.”

Rei punched him in the shoulder. Not gently, either. He winced.

“I'll attempt the transfusion,” Yuskeya said. “But how are we going to keep it secret from Dr. Ndasa?  That won't be easy.”

“We'll do it now, while he's off the ship.”  I took Hirin's hand. His skin felt cool and wrinkled as a withered leaf. “If Hirin gets better, he'll put off any more of Dr. Ndasa's tests on the grounds that he's just happy to be recovered, and doesn't feel like any more medical stuff right now. If he doesn't—”

“He knows how sick I am,” Hirin finished for me. “It wouldn't be that surprising if I were to die. Just don't let him do an autopsy,” he said with a chuckle. It caught in his throat and he coughed, clutching my hand harder with each spasm. Just like back on Earth, I thought. Oh, this has to work.

“One more thing,” I said.

“Dio! There's more?”  Baden widened his eyes in mock surprise.

“Yep. The researcher Dr. Ndasa is going to Kiando to meet?  One of the reasons I wanted to take him there is that I'm hoping she might turn out to be my mother.”

Maja shook her head impatiently, but no-one else seemed to notice.

“Your mother?  Wait a second, Luta, she'd have to be—”

“I know, I know. Don't bother doing the math. If she's alive today, she's almost one hundred and thirty. But—I suspect she doesn't look it.”

Viss nodded. “You think she experimented on herself, too?”

I shrugged. “I haven't seen her since I was fourteen, but I do remember her and what she was like, and I can tell you one thing:  she'd never have used anything on us that she didn't use first on herself.”

“Well, the clock is ticking, folks,” Yuskeya said, getting up from the table. “I'll go get some things ready. Fifteen minutes?”

I caught Hirin's eye and he nodded unwaveringly. “Fifteen minutes,” I told Yuskeya, “will be perfekta.”

 

 

I gave Viss, Rei and Baden all the information they might need to see to the unloading of the cargo and told them they were free to take a break in Serous as soon as that was complete. Hirin and I made our way slowly down the length of the ship to the First Aid station, pausing to peek out the front viewscreen at the spaceport. It bustled with humans and Vilisians, some of the humans from the various worlds exhibiting such cultural diversity that they might have been other aliens. We shared a glance, remembering how exciting it used to be to visit a new spaceport for the first time, years ago on those early trade skips.

In the First Aid station, Yuskeya was fidgeting around, creating a pile of datameds and other instruments on the cot.

“What are you doing?” I asked when we entered, Hirin leaning heavily on my arm. “I thought Hirin would have to lie down there.”

She shook her head. “We should just do it in Hirin's cabin,” she explained. “I'm sorry I didn't think to tell you that. There's no room here for both of you to get comfortable—wait a second.”  She stopped what she was doing and stood with her hands on her hips. “There isn't really room in his cabin, either. We'll have to do it in yours, Captain, unless you want to use the galley.”

“No, if Dr. Ndasa comes back early I'd rather not be out in plain view. My quarters are fine. We'll start back.”

Hirin and I headed back down the corridor. “I'm getting my exercise for the day, anyway,” he joked. His feet shuffled hollowly on the metal decking.

“You take the bed,” I directed once we were in my quarters, “and I'll sit in the armchair. I'll just push it over as close as it needs to be. Is it cold in here?”  My hands felt icy.

Hirin shook his head. “I don't think so. I think it's just nerves.”

“Maybe so. I hope this works.”

“Me, too. Now that they all know we're married, I could be spending every night in your room.”

I laughed in spite of myself. “Men. They never change.”

Maja came in then and wordlessly sat on the floor with her back against the wall. She radiated anger, but maybe it was conflicting with the guilt she felt about conspiring with Amadoro against me. Hirin smiled at her and got a half-hearted response.

Yuskeya bustled in with an armload of supplies. “Get comfy, folks.”

“What is all this stuff?  I pictured a couple of needles and some kind of tube to connect us. Isn't that how they used to do it?”

Yuskeya gave me a look. “Let's just say I'm not taking any chances. I've never done this before, remember. Person to person transfusions were never common, and since the development of artificial blood, we don't even have to collect it and store it very much anymore. I've had to improvise.”

She held up what looked like a datamed with bioplastic tubing protruding from each side. “This is what will connect you. I'll set you both up with transcutaneous diverters and then attach the bioplas tubes. I'll use the gadget in the middle first to make sure your blood is compatible—”

“We have the same blood type,” I interjected.

“Yes, well, I still have to do a crossmatch, if you don't mind,” she said mildly. “I'm the medic here. Regardless of—and because of—those extra-special additives that might be floating around in you, I want to make sure that your blood isn’t going to cause any adverse reaction in Hirin. I’m sure you don’t want to kill him instead of saving him.”

I gulped. “No, of course not. How long will it take?”

“Only a couple of minutes, with this.” She held out the gadget she’d indicated and I pressed my finger on a soft, clear pad. I felt the slightest prick as it took a sample. She did the same thing with Hirin.

“We’re lucky. This part used to take about an hour before we’d have a result,” she said as she studied the screen, reading the output. Then she looked up with a smile. “Everything looks good.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. I hadn’t realized my entire plan could have failed before we’d even begun.

Yuskeya set the datamed down on the night table. “Now this will regulate the blood flow so that we have a nice smooth transition.”  She held up another one. “Hirin, I'll connect you up to this one, too. It'll monitor your blood pressure to make sure we're not adding too much too fast. How much do you want to transfer?”

I hadn't thought about it. “Maybe half a litre or so?  Does that sound right?”

Maja opened her mouth, then clamped it shut without speaking.

Yuskeya shrugged. “What's 'right'?  Nobody's ever done this before, or at least not for the same reasons. You're the one who said this was all theory.”

“It is. Well, let's try half a litre and see what happens. I guess what I meant by 'right' was, can I lose that much and Hirin gain that much without any other physiological problems?”

“Probably. That's why I'm monitoring his blood pressure and other vitals. Just to be sure.”

“Okay. Let's do it.”

After all the talking and Yuskeya's fussing and puttering around were finished, the actual transfer took about forty-five minutes. “In the old days it would have been a little faster,” Yuskeya said, keeping an eye on Hirin's readings in the datamed, “but I would have had to actually pierce your vein with a needle. Transcutaneous is slower, but less painful and intrusive. And I didn't want to put too much of a strain on Hirin's pressure.”

Truthfully, I hardly felt a thing, just the pressure on my arm where Yuskeya had taped the transcutaneous extractor, and the pangs of worry that it wouldn't work. Next to those, a little physical discomfort was nothing.

Yuskeya checked our vital signs periodically during the procedure and again when the process was through, fetched us glasses of chilled fruit juice from the galley, and suggested that we simply rest for a little while before trying to go anywhere else on board. She and Maja looked after cleaning everything up despite my protestations that I would help.

Maja said, “I'll check on you later,” as she went out the door. I couldn't tell if she was speaking to just Hirin or both of us, but she shot me an appraising glance that I couldn't really interpret.

As Yuskeya was leaving, she paused. “Feel better,” she said with a smile from the doorway. “Both of you.”

Hirin looked over at me. “I wonder what will happen now?”

I took a deep breath. “I don't know. We'll just have to wait and see.”

He nodded. “Thank you, Luta,” he said quietly. “I know it hasn't been easy—”

“Shhh.”  I stood hesitantly and walked, just a little wobbly, the couple of steps to the bed and lay down beside him. He wriggled over to make room. “It hasn't been easy for either of us. But we've always done our best. It's worked so far. Well, except with Maja, I guess.”

He put an arm around me and closed his eyes. “That it has. And Maja will be all right. We'll just have to trust that things will work out, one more time.”

We both slept then, not knowing what forces worked inside us, but content in the knowledge that it was one more thing we shared.

 

 

The next few days left me wondering if we'd made a terrible mistake. Hirin ran a fever that soared well over a hundred and stayed there for two days, despite the meds Yuskeya gave him every few hours. He was delirious some of that time, his mind wandering the pathways of the near and distant past. He talked to Karro and Maja as if they were present and young children again, assured me that we'd keep looking for my mother for as long as it took, and recited data on skip runs we'd made long ago. We had to invent excuses to keep Dr. Ndasa away, for fear of both what Hirin might say and the medical tests the doctor might want to perform.

I spent as much time in Hirin's room as I dared risk without arousing Dr. Ndasa's curiosity. Maja was there almost constantly and seemed to be getting a head start on her vow never to speak to me again. We spoke about as much as strangers on a gravlift. Yuskeya helped run interference with Dr. Ndasa by explaining that Hirin was feeling down about his condition and had requested some time to spend alone with his daughter and me, his only family on the ship.

She told me later that Dr. Ndasa had asked, “What is the relationship between Hirin and the Captain?  I've never asked.”

“I told him you were a niece or something,” she told me. “Was that all right?”

“Sure. Just as long as I can remember to tell the same story if he asks me, too.”

Four days after the transfusion Hirin's fever was suddenly gone, and he was awake and demanding some “real” food. Three more days and he was out of bed and back to normal. I was so relieved I felt almost ready to forgive Maja for her pact with Dores Amadoro, and that she might be ready to relent a little toward me, too. In fact, she didn't seem so angry, just quiet and aloof.

“I can't believe how he's improved,” Dr. Ndasa said one morning as we sat having breakfast in the galley. Hirin had just come in and was digging in the cooler for something interesting.

I sighed. “It's a great relief, I'll say that. Thank you for all you've done, Doctor.”

Dr. Ndasa shook his head. “I don't know that I made much of a difference. He seems to have just fought back on his own. He's a strong man.”

Hirin winked at me over Dr. Ndasa's head. “Clean living and good eating, and all bad things in moderation, that's what I always say.”

“Well, it certainly seems to have worked for you. Tell me, Hirin, will you let me run those tests to study your virus soon?  Are you feeling up to it?  I would love to know what it is doing now.”

Hirin sat down across from the doctor. “I would, too, Doc, but to tell you the truth, I've had enough of datameds and scans for a while. I'd like to just enjoy this good feeling while it lasts.”

The doctor looked disappointed and the scent of fresh bread wafted gently from his skin, but he nodded. “I suppose I can understand that. But you will tell me when you think we can get back to the tests, will you?”

“Oh, sure, Doc. I'll definitely let you know.”  He tackled his breakfast with great gusto.

He was a better liar now than he'd ever been in his younger days, but I was glad to see him having fun with it. I left him and Dr. Ndasa to their chatter and went to the bridge to check on our status. I had more than enough on my mind as we drew closer to Kiando and whatever—and whoever—we would find there.

Before we made it out of the Delta Pavonis system, though, I had a very different worry.

 


 

Chapter Twelve
Piracy and Other Questionable Pastimes

 

 

 

 

 

We were a week out from Renata when an urgent call over the ship's comm woke me from a deep sleep.

“Captain, Yuskeya here.”

“Go ahead.”  I struggled to get my bearings. Beside me, Hirin sat up, too.

“I'm alone on bridge watch and there's a vessel on fast approach. I've commed it but no reply. I don't like the look of it.”  Her voice was clipped and businesslike.

“I'm on my way. Wake Baden, Viss, and Rei and get them to the bridge.”

“Aye, Captain.”

I swung my legs past Hirin and reached for the jeans I'd left on the desk chair. He was right behind me.

“You stay here,” I told him, pulling my t-shirt over my head. “You should rest. I'm sure it's nothing. We're all just a little jumpy.”

He was already fastening his shipsuit. “Like hell,” he said mildly. “I feel fine, and I still have a vested interest in this ship, remember.”

I didn't wait to argue any more, since it was obviously a waste of my breath anyway. The ship lurched hard to the left just as I got the door open, and I stumbled inelegantly into the corridor.

“Damne,” I swore aloud, and ran for the bridge.

Yuskeya was still alone there. She didn't look up from the piloting console when she heard me come in.

“It's an unmarked Stinger-class,” she said, “and the ship's sig is scrambled. I don't know what he's trying to do. He's not hailing us on the comm; he's not shooting at us. He just keeps trying to get up under us. I'm taking evasive maneuvers.”

I wondered where Yuskeya, a navigator, had learned to take evasive maneuvers, but she seemed to know what she was doing and I didn't have time to ask. Rei and Viss both arrived on the bridge at that second, and Rei slid into the secondary pilot console while Yuskeya gave her a clipped rundown of what she'd just told me. Viss went to the engineering console and punched up the screen.

“Viss, try and get a reading on it. What the devil is he doing?”

Baden ran onto the bridge then and slid into the comm console. “What's up?”

Before I could answer him, Viss barked, “Goddamn—Cargo Pod One airlock override just engaged!”

“Anything you can tell me, Baden—”

The ship shuddered again and Viss yelled, “Cargo Pod One dockside door open.”

“What the—close it!”

Viss punched commands into the computer but he shook his head. “Can't. Something's overridden the controls. I'm going down there.”

He turned and sprinted from the bridge before I could tell him not to. Yuskeya was about two steps behind him.

“Damne! Baden, come with me!  Hirin, you have the bridge,” I shouted over my shoulder as Baden and I followed Viss and Yuskeya. They'd left the weapons locker open and I pulled two of the remaining plasma rifles out of it and handed one to Baden. It sounded like Viss was mostly sliding down the metal ladder to the engineering deck below. Baden put a hand out to make me let him go first, and we went down the hatchway.

“What the hell?” Baden asked me as we climbed down. “Is there even anything in Cargo Pod One?”

“No, Viss thought we should leave it empty if we were going through the Split. They must have just picked that one as a way to board the ship.” Board the ship. My own words sent a chill down my spine. Piracy wasn't unknown in Nearspace, but the Protectorate kept it reasonably well under control. Those who practised it anyway were ruthless, hardened, and no-one I wanted to run into.

We reached the engineering deck and jumped off the hatchway ladder. The ship pitched hard again to dockside and I stumbled, almost falling into the open hatch. I caught a rung of the ladder and pushed myself back. The hatch continued down to Cargo Pod Four below us, and I had no wish to take the same leap the masked intruder had taken a few weeks ago.

“You okej?”Baden gasped, and I nodded. We sprinted through Engineering toward the hatchway to Cargo Pod One at the front of the ship. The pods didn't interconnect on the lower level; each had its own airlock and cargo doors. Viss's footsteps echoed on the metal decking as he ran ahead of us down the long corridor between the fuel storage cells. I had no idea where Yuskeya had gone, but she wasn't ahead of us. The hatchway to the cargo pod was at the very end. Viss was kneeling beside it when we caught up.

“Viss!” I yelled, and he stopped and looked up at me, one hand on the hatch lever. “Red light!”  The warning light beside the hatch glowed bright crimson, indicating that the pod below was not pressurized. The hatch shouldn't have opened without a keycode anyway, but I wasn't sure how clearly any of us were thinking.

Viss let go of the lever, stood, and kicked the wall beside the hatchway viciously. None of us had stopped to put on an EVA suit, so the hatch had to stay shut. He turned and started to run back past me headed back to Engineering and the EVA suits stored there.

He almost ran into Yuskeya. Her arms were loaded with EVA suits, and Maja was with her, carrying more.

I blinked. Maja's blonde hair was still tousled from sleep and she'd thrown only a short jacket over her sleepsuit, but she looked totally in control of herself. She'd obviously stopped at the weapons locker for a handgun since she was toting a pin-beam Viper in one hand. I know I stared. She let Viss pass her and ran down the hall toward us.

“Are you okej?  What's happening?” she demanded.

“I wish I knew. Pirates, apparently. What are you doing down here?”

“What was I going to do, cower in my cabin while the ship was being attacked?” she asked.

Viss was on his way back down the corridor. He'd closed and sealed the bulkhead at the engineering end of the corridor behind him and took a suit that Yuskeya offered him. “Get these on quick,” he ordered. “If they blow this hatch from the other side—”

Damne, I hadn't thought of that. The Tane Ikai had bulkhead hatches between each deck, but we almost never kept them closed. I touched my biochip implant to comm the bridge and told Hirin, “You and Rei get into EVA suits, just in case. Wake Dr. Ndasa. With the pod bay doors open—”

“Already done,” Hirin said. “What's happening down there?”

“I'll keep you posted.”  I struggled into an EVA suit as quickly as I could. My fingers trembled as I wondered if the intruders would blow the hatch from the depressurized pod before we had our suits on. The others were quick, too. Baden helped Maja with the unfamiliar fastenings.

“What are they doing down there?” I wondered aloud. “There's nothing in that pod to start with, and they're not coming up.”

Viss gave me an unreadable look and said, “I'm going to open the hatch.”  He'd been the first into his suit and had stood fidgeting, waiting for the rest of us.

“They'll probably be watching it,” Baden warned. “Don't do anything rash.”

Viss just grinned at him and pulled the hatch lever. There was an almost immediate burst of plasma fire from the cargo pod. Viss glanced up at me and then dropped through the open hatch. Yuskeya and Baden followed him and there was more fire.

“Stay here,” I ordered Maja, and went down the hatch myself.

When you drop through a cargo pod hatchway you have two options. You can keep climbing the metal ladder down the nearly five meters to the floor of the pod, or you can head to the side on one of the raised catwalks. Going in blind, I hit the catwalk, dropped, and crawled right. There hadn't been any lights on in the pod, although Viss must have hit the switch when he left the bridge. They were still very faint, warming up, so the pod was cast in general gloom.

I could make out a few things. The doors were still open, though mostly blocked by the stinger, which had attached itself to the Tane Ikai's hull just outside the doors. Its own cargo door was open, and some crates rested just inside. A couple of figures in EVA suits crouched behind the crates, and one more was trying to hide behind a crate on our pod floor. The tableau didn't make sense to me. They'd boarded the ship to put cargo into our pod?

A few short bursts of plasma fire shot out from the stinger, but they were out of range and didn't reach us on the catwalk. The final pirate left on the Tane Ikai made a run for the stinger under the covering fire, and Viss let loose a couple of shots. One went wide, but one took the pirate in the leg and he stumbled and fell, skittering across the floor of the cargo pod toward the open door. He dropped both his weapon and a techrig, clutching at the burned patch of fabric and flesh on his calf with one hand and trying to catch the door ledge with the other. He stopped sliding, hauled himself upright, and managed to launch himself across the space separating the two ships just as the stinger's cargo door slid down, blocking our view. Viss gave a yell of rage, muffled by his helmet, and slid down the ladder. Yuskeya fired at the stinger but the distance was too great and the plasma dispersed harmlessly.

At the same moment, Maja jumped down onto the catwalk beside me and immediately rolled to one side, coming up with the Viper steady in her hand as she looked around. I was speechless.

She grinned at me. “Warrior Chi self-defence classes. I had to do something to vent after Taso left.”

Well, that explained the bruise she'd left on the PrimeCorp operative back on Rhea, anyway.

The second the stinger's door closed the ship released itself from us and moved off, slowly at first but then with mounting speed. I wished the Tane Ikai's torpedo bays were full and I could order the little bastardo taken right out of the sky, but it was an empty desire. I hadn't carried torps since Hirin and I had downgraded from really exciting cargo to more mundane loads, and with the Protectorate on patrol, the notion of pirates had dimmed to a memory of a long-ago threat.

Viss crossed to the control panel beside the open doors and punched in some commands. The pod bay doors began to close, and once they did, the pod could be re-pressurized. For now we'd have to talk over the comm channel. I left the plasma rifle on the catwalk and climbed down the ladder, Baden and Maja right behind me. Yuskeya had already made it to the floor and was collecting the pirate's weapon and techrig.

Hirin's voice came over the comm. “Luta?  What's happening?  Should we pursue this guy?”

I thought fast. “No, never mind. We'd never catch a stinger; they're just too fast. Is everyone okej up there?”

“We're fine. You?”

“No problems. You can probably shuck the EVA suits, too.”

By this time I had reached the floor, and I realized that there were still a dozen crates sitting in the tie-downs. Slowly my confusion cleared—somewhat. The pirates hadn't been loading anything into the pod; they'd been taking it out. This pod, however, was supposed to be empty.

“What is all this stuff?” I asked.

No-one answered, and the question hung in the air, caught in a sudden tension. Then Viss said, “I suppose I could say, 'ask your brother,' but that probably wouldn't cut it, would it?”

I turned to look at him and put my hands on my hips. “No. No, it wouldn't. What does Lanar have to do with any of this?”

Viss sighed. “You want to go up to the galley and get a triple caff?  This could take a while.”

I scowled at Viss, but it's hard to feel you're really conveying your anger from behind an EVA helmet.

“I think we'll take it on the bridge.”

 

 

It wasn't often that I saw Viss looking sheepish, but that's the face he presented me once we assembled back on the bridge. The viewscreen showed a magnificent nebula swirling in the distance, but none of us paid much attention. Viss and I faced each other near my command chair, but I didn't sit. The others went to stations, turning in their chairs to face us. Tension hummed in the air as if the skip drive were warming up.

“Are you sure you don't want to do this in private?” Viss asked me.

I glared at him. “You've put every member of this crew in jeopardy. I think they have a right to hear what you have to say.”

“There might be . . . higher powers . . . who might not appreciate that,” he said.

“The higher powers can kiss my azeno. You have one chance to tell it, and this is it. So get on with it.”  Generally I got on exceedingly well with Viss, not because I was under any illusions about his shady past—or present, for that matter—but because I thought we shared the same bearings on our moral compass. The possibility of this kind of betrayal had never crossed my mind. First Maja, now Viss. The thought left a bitter taste in my throat.

“Guess I'm not a very good smuggler,” he said with a half-grin.

I didn't return it. “Oh, I don't know, you had me fooled, and it's my ship. What's in those crates in the cargo pod?”

“Illegal tech,” he said.

I closed my eyes. Carrying illegal technology was a Primary Statute crime that could land us in jail for what would be, even for me, a very long time.

“And why is it on my ship?”

Viss swallowed. “Because your brother asked me to deliver it to Kiando, or as close as I could get it, for him.”

“Her brother?” Yuskeya broke in. “You mean the Admiralo?”

“That's the only one she has, as far as I know,” Viss drawled.

“I don't believe it.”  Yuskeya sat back in her skimchair and folded her arms, looking as angry as I felt. “He wouldn't put the Captain in that kind of danger.”

I rubbed a hand across my eyes. “You'd better just tell me the whole thing.”

“Mind if I sit?” he asked, and pulled a skimchair away from the secondary pilot's console without waiting for my answer. He turned it to face me and sat, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Here's what I know. The Admiralo contacted me when we arrived Earthside, and then again shortly before we shipped out again. I've done some . . . favours . . . for the Protectorate in the past, so that wasn't unusual. He told me that they've been keeping an eye on PrimeCorp for some highly irregular activity at their new tech subcorp for a while now, and they've managed to . . . acquire . . . some of PrimeCorp's illegal tech.”  He paused.

“I've got my own issues with PrimeCorp, but I don't see how this ties in.”

He shrugged. “Well, it doesn't. See, the Protectorate wants a chance to have a look at this stuff, so they need to get it to a planet controlled by one of the other Corps. They have to tread carefully around PrimeCorp and they don't want any hint to get out that they're involved. It's too chancy for a Protectorate ship to transport the stuff. But we were going to Kiando anyway, it wasn't a big load, and I knew we weren't carrying a full cargo shipment . . . if I just told you to keep one pod clear . . .”

“And what happens if we get caught with it on board?” I asked.

“The Admiralo said he'd make sure that didn't happen, and if the worst happened and it did, he'd make it right. Remember how he jumped in when that Mars Planetary Police ship was heading for us?  I figure that's why.”

“It was on board then?”

Viss nodded, but had the grace to blush. “Once I got you to leave Cargo Pod One empty, I had room for it, and that pod wouldn't have to be opened again, so the secret would be safe. The Admiralo's message came for me as soon as we were close to Earth.”

I threw my hands in the air. “And who's out here looking after my back now?  I didn't see any Protectorate ships coming to the rescue when we were breached and boarded a little while ago!”

Viss frowned. “I don't think they were expecting that. The Admiralo didn't mention that anything like that might happen.”

“Who the hell were those guys?”

“I don't know.”  Viss stroked his grey-peppered beard. “I'm kind of worried about that, to tell you the truth, since they knew exactly where to find us and where on the ship to look for the stuff.”

“Unless it was a coincidence,” Yuskeya suggested, but she didn't sound like she believed it. She stared at Viss coldly.

“Viss, did you tell Lanar we were going to Kiando?” I asked. “Maybe the message was intercepted?”

He shook his head solemnly. “No, Captain, because I didn't tell him that. I said I'd see how close I could get it, and let him know where the Protectorate could pick it up. We have some . . . mutual contacts . . . and I was sure I'd be able to arrange something. But I knew you wanted to keep the Kiando thing quiet.”

“I think it had to be PrimeCorp,” Baden said suddenly.

“Why?”

“If they've got an eye somewhere inside the Protectorate, found out where the stuff was headed and how, it'd make sense to come out and try to take it back.”

“PrimeCorp has an informant in the Protectorate?  No way,” Yuskeya said, shaking her head.

Hirin spoke up. “If they were going to go to all that trouble,” he said, “Why didn't they just blow the hatch and come right through the ship after Luta, too?  We know they're still after her. They could have taken care of two birds with one stone.”
Everyone fell silent, picturing that scenario, I suppose. I know I was, and I didn't like it. Then Rei snorted delicately.

“Different departments,” she said. “These guys probably don't even know anything about Luta. PrimeCorp's huge—big enough to make the Protectorate nervous. Not everyone's going to know what everyone else is doing.”

“Great, now we have two groups of PrimeCorp operatives after us?  Makes me want to skip into the nearest unexplored wormhole and take my chances.”  I turned back to Viss. “Did Lanar tell you why the Protectorate is tiptoeing around PrimeCorp?  That doesn't sound right to me.”

Viss shook his head. “He didn't really say. But he said that PrimeCorp's planning something—he didn't say what—that the Protectorate is working to stop. But he said it's a 'delicate operation.'”

“If the Protectorate's worried, then I'm worried,” Baden said. Yuskeya looked like she was about to say something, but she scowled and stayed silent.

I sighed. “Okay, let's get back on track. Viss, get down and check the integrity of the cargo pod. I want to know how they got the doors open and if they damaged the ship at all. Yuskeya, set up a maximum range in-system scan and keep it running. I want lots of warning if anyone else comes looking for us.”

Viss nodded and stood.

“Viss, you know I'm going to have to check your story with Lanar.”

He grinned. “I wouldn't respect you if you didn't, Captain,” he said. “I'm half-surprised you're not locking me in my quarters.”

“Don't think I didn't consider it. Now get going.”

Viss flashed me a grin and headed down to the cargo deck.

“Baden, check all the crates that are in that pod, would you?  Just make sure they're all secure again.”

“Aye, Captain,” he said.

I saw the gleam in his eye. “And don't open the crates. I know you'd love to get your hands on some of that stuff, but it's strictly off-limits, understood?  Whatever's left, I want to deliver to Lanar intact.”

“Oh, Captain!  Just a peek?  I swear I won't take anything!”

I shook my head. “No opening the crates.”  I grinned. “I know you wouldn't be able to resist the temptation. Think of it as me saving you from yourself.”

“You're a hard woman,” he said, shaking his head as he left the bridge. Maja followed him.

I stood up from my chair, although my body felt that it barely had the energy.

“Rei?”  I stretched, feeling the kinks pull out. “As soon as you get the okay from Viss and Baden, get us back on track for the wormhole to Mu Cassiopeia, please. Once we're underway, I want to double up on bridge shifts. No-one's on duty alone. I am going back to bed, and if anyone wakes me before morning, I'm converting one of the cargo pods into a brig.”

In my cabin, I lay down on top of the bed without bothering to change my clothes. I wanted to shoot a message off to Lanar right away, lambasting him for first, using the Tane Ikai as a mule ship, and second, not coming to me with his problem instead of Viss. I know Lanar likes to think that I've always been squeaky-clean in my operations, but it hurt that he hadn't simply asked me to help.

It wasn't safe to send that kind of message, though; PrimeCorp owned the subcorp that had a monopoly on almost all the communications systems in Nearspace, and it was far too likely that any message might be scanned or intercepted. I considered asking Viss if he counted any data runners among his questionable friends and contacts, but decided against it. The ship was hot enough with all that contraband tech in the hold. I didn't need to add any other illegal activities to the list.

Anyway, I was still too mad at Viss to ask him for any favours. I sighed, rolled over, and resolved to put all worries out of my head and get some sleep. It must have worked, because I didn't even notice when Hirin climbed back into bed with me.

 


 

 

Chapter Thirteen
Face to Face With Certain Unreality

 

 

 

 

 

Hirin improved every day after that. We both felt certain that whatever secret helpers functioned in my body were now hard at work in his. He had already regained the improvements we'd noticed on the beginning leg of the trip, and seemed poised to make even further gains. Still, the thought of the next wormhole filled me with trepidation.

Our encounter with the pirates had one positive result. Maja and I arrived in the galley at the same moment the next morning, and I realized that sometime around the moment she'd arrived at the cargo hatch with a pin-beam Viper in her hand, I'd stopped being quite so angry with her.

“Thanks for your help last night.”  I pulled double caffs out of the machine for both of us.

She half-smiled and shrugged. “I didn't actually do much.”

“But you were there.”

“Sometimes families have to stick together regardless,” she said, handing me a plate of pano with an uncharacteristic grin. “Pirate attacks fall into that category.”

Rei came in then and we didn't say anything more, but I felt as if maybe there was hope for us yet.

We were still a day out from the skip to Mu Cassiopeia when Baden hailed me on the ship's comm. Hirin and I were playing quozit in my quarters.

“Captain, incoming WaVE for you, although the signal's weak. Admiralo Lanar Mahane, on board the Protectorate Patrol Ship S. Cheswick.”

“Thanks, Baden.”  I switched to the incoming. Hirin mimed going to the galley for a snack and I nodded. My brother Lanar's face appeared on the screen, grinning through the grainy reception.

“Saluton, little sister!  We meet again!”

This time I let the “little sister” thing pass. I was too angry to play games with him just then, but I knew the comm could be monitored, too, so I had to choose my words carefully. “Hola, Lanar. Calling to talk to Viss?”

“No, why would I—” he broke off and his grin disappeared. He swallowed. “Oh, how's Viss doing, then?”

“He got quite a surprise when we were breached and boarded by some space pirates. They were interested in some cargo I'm hauling.”

“Dio!  Is everyone all right?”  He looked stricken, and I felt perversely satisfied.

“Yes, and they didn't get away with much. What I can't figure is how they knew we had that particular cargo aboard. They must have had some kind of inside information. I think the shipper must have been careless.”

“You'll want to speak to him first chance you get, I guess,” he said carefully.

“Yes, I'm pretty much livid about the whole thing. He'll get an earful when I catch up with him next.”

“I imagine he'll feel pretty badly.”

“He'd better,” I said grimly. “So, what's this about?  I didn't think I'd see you again this soon.”

He looked relieved that I'd changed the subject. “I wish this reception were better—we're just outside the wormhole to Beta Comae Berenices, ready to make the skip. Thought I might catch you before you left the system.”

“You did, just barely.”  Apparently we weren't going to have much time. “Hirin's doing better. He's better than he's been in years.”

“Really?  That's wonderful news, Luta. What happened?”

I grinned. “You might say I worked a little magic on him.”

He narrowed his grey eyes at me. “I wonder exactly what that means?  I think we need to get together, face to face, sometime soon.”

“You're right about that. Did you get the message from PrimeCorp?  About legal proceedings?”  I hardly cared if they intercepted my feelings about that charade.

Lanar snorted. “I did!  I think they're bluffing.”

“I don't know. From what I've seen of them lately it seems like they're a lot more intense than they used to be.”

“You're right about that.”  He leaned closer to the screen, his eyes serious. “You've had more than one . . . encounter with them?”

“Yes, but I think the details will have to wait until we have that realspace chat. Listen. Does this have anything to do with those changes Sedmamin mentioned?  They've always steered clear of you in the past.”

Lanar's lips flattened into a thin line. “I'd say it has a lot to do with that. I would have expected Sedmamin to be playing his cards a little closer to his chest, but he tends to forget that people can figure things out on their own.”

I sighed. “I love chatting with you, Lanar, but the riddles get tiring after a while.”

He laughed suddenly. “You're probably right, but that's all I can say now. You're doing okay, then?”

I nodded. “I'm fine. I have one passenger headed outsystem and I'm going to have a look around when I drop him off.”

“Hmmm . . . something interesting where you're headed?”

“Maybe.”  I shrugged. “Maybe not. I'll keep you posted.”

“Do that.”  He paused. “You don't think anyone is following you now, do you?”

I shook my head. “I don't think so, but I don't know for sure. I have Yuskeya running a constant in-system scan so we'll have lots of notice if anyone turns up. There shouldn't be any public record of where I'm headed next. I could be taking any one of the skips out of Delta Pav.”

“Well, if they're following you, remember that not every world is under PrimeCorp control. There are other corps out there, like Schulyer and Duntmindi, that don't like them any better than we do. You'll have better protection there.”

“I don't think it's going to be a problem.”

“Are you going to get in touch with PrimeCorp about the legal proceedings?”

“Are you kidding?  The only thing I'll be telling them is to kiss my thrusters.”

He laughed again. “Good girl!  I'd like to see Sedmamin's face if you sent that message. But listen, Luta,” he said seriously, “don't worry too much, okay?  Whatever you think, I've got your back. And watch out for those quilberries.”

The reception began to fade. “What do you—Lanar!”

He grinned and mouthed gis la revido. I shook my head and waved to him as the carrier wave dispersed. “Yeah, see you soon, little brother.”

“What did Lanar have to say?” Hirin asked, coming back with some honey kuko for us.

I blew out a long breath. “He had the grace to look guilty when he realized I knew about his arrangement with Viss. And somehow he knows we're going to Kiando.”

“What?  I thought you didn't log that.”

“I didn't. And Viss said he didn't tell Lanar where we were heading.”  I frowned. “But he told me to watch out for quilberries. I got sick on them once when we were kids, visiting Kiando. That had to be what he meant.”

“Weird.”  Hirin shook his head. “Must be a Protectorate thing. Maybe he knows about Dr. Ndasa?”

I shrugged. “I don't know. He told me not to worry too much, because he has my back. So he's keeping tabs on me—somehow. I don't know what he can do, though, considering that within ten minutes or so he's not even going to be in the same system. And if Lanar knows where we're going . . . well, what if PrimeCorp does have an informant in the Protectorate?”

Hirin chuckled. “Don't they have a saying in the Protectorate—'Worry never won a battle'?”

“Something like that.”  All I knew was, I wished I had some of Lanar's confidence.

 

 

We arrived at the wormhole into Mu Cassiopeia around midnight by the Tane Ikai's clock, eleven days after the transfusion. I hadn't bothered going to bed, since I knew we were this close, but apart from Viss, taking his nighttime shift on the bridge, the ship was silent; I thought everyone else had retired. I'd spent the evening alone in my cabin, curled up in the big armchair, reading. It wasn't easy to keep my mind on the book, but I knew nothing else had any chance at all of distracting me. The swiftly approaching wormhole presented a host of potential problems that I'd already been thinking about for a week and a half.

While I was encouraged by Hirin's progress, I was still worried. If this wormhole skip caused another heart attack he might not survive it, and if he did, there was no way I was going to undertake a further skip with him on board. That meant that the Tane Ikai and I would have to remain in the Mu Cassiopeia system indefinitely. There were two inhabited planets in the system, Kiando and Cengare, and while either one of them made a nice place to visit, I wasn't sure I wanted to be stuck on them. I also didn't think any of my crew would want that, which would mean letting them go, and that would be heart-wrenching. After a lot of trial and error, I'd put together a crew that really worked well together, and losing them would hurt.

Furthermore, while I could probably find a few jobs running goods between the two planets, a far trader would be expensive to use for in-system runs, and a waste of resources to boot. Even with just me and Hirin to run her, though we had done it before, I might have to trade her in for something smaller, and I would truly hate to do that.

If my mother wasn't on Kiando, I wouldn't be able to follow her trail any further, even if she'd left one. PrimeCorp would eventually track me down and I'd have nowhere to run.

I had managed to forget all of that temporarily in the pages of my book, and I looked up, startled, when Viss's voice came to me over the ship's comm.

“Captain, we're here,” he said in a quiet voice. I think everyone on board was worried about the skip, and it touched me how much they cared about Hirin for his own sake and for mine.

“Do you want to tackle it now, or wait till morning?” he continued. “It won't cost us much time to wait.”

It was tempting to put it off a little longer, but as I was considering it, a knock sounded on my door. Hirin's knock, I thought, and sure enough he poked his head in without waiting for my answer.

“Are we there yet?” he said with a grin.

“We're there. Do you want to wait till morning before we run the skip?”

He shrugged. “I doubt anyone's actually asleep, although I think Rei could pilot a skip even in that state if she had to. Why don't we just get it over with?”

He looked so confident, so like the old Hirin, that I felt marginally better. “Okej, Viss, we'll go now. I'm on my way. I guess you should let the others know.”

Viss chuckled over the ship's comm. “Actually, Captain, they're all here already. Except Dr. Ndasa. I'll tell him.”

“Dio!  Am I that predictable?”  I smiled despite the worry.

The bridge hummed with quiet efficiency when Hirin and I got there. Maja sat in a skimchair close to Baden's at the comm station. Their heads, his dark and hers fair, almost touched as he explained something to her and I was struck by the sudden realization that I'd seen them together frequently in the past few days. I'd just been too preoccupied to wonder about it. Now I did. My motherly instincts jumped into the red zone when I considered Baden's womanizing ways, but I fought them down. Maja was certainly old enough to look out for herself. I'd keep an eye on the situation, though. Those instincts don't die easy.

I tugged my attention firmly away from my daughter and to the viewscreen, searching for the telltale dark blotch of the wormhole. From this vantage point, it hung in an area of space with fewer faraway stars in the background, so the spot where no stars shone was not as pronounced, and it took me a moment to find it. We all took our assigned spots—almost the same ones we'd occupied when we entered the Split, but Maja didn't leave her seat beside Baden although she turned to watch her father. Hirin gave me a thumbs-up signal and I told Rei to take us in.

This hole was a “normal” one, not like the truncated Split, and the swirl of colours was as spectacular as in any other wormhole I'd ever traversed. This time, though, they brought back the memory of my painful dream and I kept one anxious eye on Hirin. He seemed perfectly fine, and everyone relaxed visibly the further we travelled through the tunnel. Perhaps fifteen skips later we sped out the other end and into the star-spangled darkness again. Rei laughed with relief and the men cheered. Maja gave Baden a quick hug and my intuition nudged me again. Even Dr. Ndasa heaved a sigh as if a great weight had lifted from him.

Only Yuskeya kept her eyes on her screen. She frowned as her fingers danced over the holo controls.

“Anything wrong, Yuskeya?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don't know—I don't think so.”  She turned around to look at me and shot a significant glance at Dr. Ndasa. “Just a reading that looked off, but it seems fine now.”

Hirin was grinning widely. “I'm not sure if you're happy I made it through in one piece or if you're just looking forward to the pleasures of Kiandon jarlees wine. Either way, what do you say I treat you all to a drink when we get planetside, and you can use it to toast my health?”

There was hearty agreement all around as the others headed for their cabins, but I hung back to talk to Yuskeya. When only she, Viss, and I remained, she said, “The sensors caught a ship signature somewhere behind us when we entered the wormhole, but then it just—stopped. The wormhole might have cut it off, but it also could have been deliberately damped.”

“Could you get anything on it?” Viss asked.

She pursed her lips. “It might have been a PrimeCorp sig, but I can't say. I thought I should mention it, though.”

“They're a long way behind if the signature was just coming into range,” Viss mused. “But I'll keep the in-system scanners on maximum, just in case.”

“Thanks, you two. I appreciate everyone staying on the alert.”

I left them then, my mind already leaping past PrimeCorp and Maja and jarlees wine to the answers I hoped I might find on the next planet. Now I just had to come up with an innocent way to get Dr. Ndasa to take me with him when he went to find the researcher he'd travelled so far to meet. And to decide what I'd say to her if it turned out to be the woman I'd been chasing for fifty years.

 

 

Getting an invite to the Chairman's palace proved an easy task. I offered to help Dr. Ndasa get his massive pile of luggage and equipment unloaded and safely transported to its new home, and he accepted gladly.

“I didn't like to trouble the Chairman for assistance, when I had just arrived,” he confided in me. “He's already invited me to attend an informal gathering he's holding tonight, and pressed me to bring any acquaintances I liked. I think he's rather keen to have a wide variety of visitors at these salons whenever he can. They're a regular event, or so I've heard. Do you think the others would like to go?”

I told him I could virtually guarantee it, but I could tell there was something else on his mind.

“It's only, well . . . he calls them informal, but I believe the Chairman likes his guests to—er—dress for the occasion, if you know what I mean.”  He blushed, the pink undertones of his amber skin deepening into a human-like flush.

I smiled. “Doctor, you needn't worry. Just because we favour plain biosuits, or in my case, jeans and t-shirts, while we're working, doesn't mean the crew of the Tane Ikai can't rise to the occasion. I know that Rei, for one, will be absolutely thrilled at the prospect of dressing up for a change. Don't worry. We won't embarrass you.”

“Oh, now, I didn't mean—”

“Not another word about it. What time shall we be ready?  We'll pile all your goods into the groundcar from Cargo Pod Two and arrive in style.”

I went the rounds of the crew and told them about our invitation. When I stopped off in Engineering, I asked Viss, “How soon will Cargo Pod One be cleared out?  I don't want those crates in there a minute longer than they have to be.”

He grinned. “Already scheduled, Captain. They'll be gone within an hour. Do you want to know the details?”

I stopped him with a wave of my hand. “No, thanks. Just let me know when it's gone and I'll be happy.”

“Aye, aye,” he said with a mock salute, and I continued my mission.

Everyone else was delighted by the idea of a party, but I hit a snag when I told Maja about the evening's plans.

She shook her head. “I don't think I'll go.”

“Why not?  It might do us all some good to actually have some fun for an evening.”

She turned to look out the viewport above the dresser. “I don't have anything to wear.”

I knew that wasn't it. “I'm sure you could borrow something from Rei or Yuskeya.”  I tried to joke with her. “I'd loan you something myself, but my closet's not exactly overflowing with dresses.”

She smiled briefly and shrugged. “Maybe I just don't feel like a party.”

My gut reaction was to let the issue drop, as usual, but this time I didn't. I'd seen a glimpse of a Maja I didn't know when she'd jumped down onto the catwalk beside me, and I wanted to see more of that person. I was never going to do that by walking away from her.

I leaned my back against the door for support and said, “You don't have to come, Maja, but I'd like it if you did.”

“Is that an order, Captain?” she asked, but there wasn't any bite in the words. I felt like they were an automatic response, the way mine had almost been.

“No, it's just a request. Honestly, I don't know what or who we're going to find there. If it's your grandmother, I'd like you there with me. And if it's anything else—like a PrimeCorp trap—I'd be happy to have another Warrior Chi graduate watching my back.”  I chanced another smile.

She looked at me thoughtfully. “You're not quite the way I remember you, Mother,” she said. “Sometimes I don't know . . .” her voice trailed off and she shrugged. “I don't know what to expect.”

I nodded. “I'm finding the same thing. You're surprising me.”  I grinned. “I like it.”

“I guess I have a couple of things that might be suitable for tonight,” she said finally.

I smiled. I felt like I was dealing with a skittish animal, this new Maja, and I didn't want to scare her off. Happiness welled up in my chest, but I kept my tone light. “Great.”  I opened the door. “Thanks, Maja.”

She smiled. “No problem.”

With a lighter heart than I'd expected, I went off to face the daunting depths of my own closet.

 

 

The crew was as good as my word. When we gathered in the cargo pod I had to blink at how absolutely stunning we all looked. Rei was resplendent in a dress of artfully arranged amber and gold scarves that seemed dangerously close to falling down around her ankles whenever she moved, and a gold chain that looked like something from ancient Egypt.

When I asked her about it and she said, “Oh, it's a souvenir from one time on Xaqual . . . there was this exec from IndioCorp—”

I held up a hand. “Never mind. You can tell me sometime over a bottle of jarlees wine.”

“It's a good story,” she said, grinning evilly. “It might even take two bottles.”

Baden wore a pale grey biosuit interwoven with nano-optic fibres that subtly illuminated the planes of his body. Yuskeya looked quite regal in a swirling, multicoloured robe that molded itself to her curves and swept upward to meet the dark fall of her hair, and even Viss had traded his blue shipsuit for a dark synthsilk sherwani jacket and pants. I hadn't even known he owned such a thing.

Maja was radiant in a layered cornflower-blue and silver tunic and nodded to me with the hint of a twinkle in her eyes. I wondered whether her good mood had more to do with our tentative peace or the effusive compliments Baden paid her. She seemed anxious below the surface, however, shooting covert looks at me when she thought I wasn't looking. Was it something to do with Baden?  Or Hirin? Our conversation? Or the prospect of meeting her grandmother?  There was no opportunity to ask her, though.

I had been worried about what Hirin would wear—I knew he hadn't brought much on board with him and nothing, I was sure, that could be considered formal. He'd told me not to concern myself over it, however, and appeared now in a jacket that took my breath away. I knew it—from the crimson silk embroidered with two rampant ebony dragons, to the elegant wide, white cuffs, to the small yin/yang symbol placed just above his heart—he'd worn it when we were married. My eyes filled with tears and I turned so that Dr. Ndasa wouldn't see.

Viss had offered to drive, and I went to the furthest back seat in the groundcar. As I'd hoped, Hirin clambered back to sit with me, and Dr. Ndasa sat up with Viss. Hirin leaned over and whispered to me.

“I brought it to wear when you jettisoned me,” he said wryly. “I didn't know I'd be going to any parties.”

“It looks wonderful,” I whispered back. “I couldn't believe it.”

“And you look absolutely bela,” he said. “Where did you get that?”

“That” was a dress I'd bought on Quma a couple of years ago, and I have to admit that I loved it. It was an intermixed fabric of bio-synthetic fibre and velvet in deep purple, the skirt studded with tiny optics that twinkled like stars. It clung close and rose in a high neckline, while the sleeves shifted to an open braidwork of velvet and silver. Whatever the Chairman thought of us all, I was certain he couldn't find fault with our dress.

The spaceport lay on the outskirts of Ando City, Kiando's capital, and while the streets were not in bad shape, the neighbourhoods we passed through held a general air of shabbiness, as though there wasn't quite enough money to keep everything up to standard so it all just slipped a little. The city was busy, even at this hour when the sidewalks began to shimmer with a nighttime guideglow and some of the shops and businesses had closed.

The atmosphere changed perceptibly as we drew closer to the Chairman's palace, however. Duntmindi Corporation, the mining conglomerate that owned the heavy metal mines riddling much of this part of Kiando, ran the planet with the Nearspace Authority's blessing. Chairman Buig had been at the top of the corporation for thirty years, and rumour had it that he wanted to retain that top spot indefinitely. Hence his interest in anti-aging technology, I supposed. He reportedly ran the corporation like a well-maintained skip drive, engendered loyalty among his workers, and kept the shareholders happy. His only enemy, it seemed, was time, and he was doing his best to eliminate the effects of that.

It was apparent that money clustered around the palace of the Chairman like moons clung to their planet. As we approached, the homes grew larger, the streets broader, and the people obviously wealthier. Some stared at us with open curiosity. I'm certain a groundcar from a far trader was something of an oddity on these streets.

The palace itself, when we reached it, was what I would call a mansion, although if it pleased the Chairman to call it his palace then who was I to argue?  Whatever one called it, it was magnificent, an architecture stolen straight from late twenty-first century Earth, with its juxtapositions of styles in chrome and brick, greenspaces and ultraplas. I noted with interest that security was minimal and we passed through into the parking area after Dr. Ndasa gave his name to the single guard who appeared to be on duty.

I say “appeared,” because the Chairman was obviously a perceptive man and doubtless liked to give the impression of open gates while maintaining a reality that was rather more secure.

Luxury groundcars and flitters sat around the parking area in small groups, as if holding their own salon. Viss settled ours near a group of flitters, and I wondered fancifully if it would have some interesting tales to add to the conversation.

Inside the palace, a notebug recorded our names and likenesses, and a multi-armed 'bot arrived to relieve us of outerwear and offer a variety of refreshments. When we had made our selections, another guidebot led us down the green-marble-floored hallway to an ornate set of gilded double doors, muffling but not quite muting the sounds of conversation within. The doors slid open silently when the guidebot reached their sensor range, and we had a sudden panoramic view of the gathering beyond.

The room was enormous. Vaulted ceilings arched gracefully overhead, painted a dark midnight blue and dotted with “stars”—tiny lights that sparked and twinkled, but did little to illuminate the room below. In contrast, the floor glowed with squares of pale, multicoloured light, and wall sconces arrayed around the room completed the lighting. Small groupings of chairs and tables invited people to sit, talk, and eat from several bountiful sideboards, which numerous attendees were doing. An open area in the middle of the room might have been for dancing, had the music been right for it, but it was mostly occupied by small knots of people holding drinks and chatting. A few heads turned when the doors opened, but most of the crowd seemed too engrossed in their discussions to pay attention to newcomers. Some of those who had turned to look stared at us with surprising rudeness, especially for Kiandon society. The five colonies on Kiando had a reputation for their strict social rituals and concern with etiquette.

One man did more than turn and look when we entered. He was tall, with greying hair and a confident bearing, and he turned and crossed toward us immediately. His two-piece biosilk suit was almost unrelieved black, but for a white Duntmindi Corporation logo over the left breast and a neat row of four white circles below it. The asymmetrical hemline of his jacket fell to his knee on one side, and to his ankle on the other. This, then, must be Chairman Buig himself, and Dr. Ndasa stepped forward to greet him.

“You must be Dr. Ndasa!  Come in, come in!  And your guests as well.”  His smile took us all in, although I had the strange impression that it faltered when his gaze fell on me. He stopped far enough away from the doors so that we could enter easily and allow them to close behind us. He clasped his hands over his heart and bent forward twice from the waist, in the classic Kiandon greeting. “Welcome, guests.”

“I am Dr. Ndasa, and I'm very pleased to meet you, Chairman.”  Dr. Ndasa returned the ritual bow smoothly, and added the Vilisian gesture of greeting, the touch of a palm to eyes, lips and heart. Then he turned to the rest of us. “Allow me to present my friends from the far trader Tane Ikai,” he said, “starting with the incomparable Captain Luta Paixon.”

I made the Kiandon greeting for an uninvited guest, the same but with only one bow. Buig's eyebrows had lifted slightly at the name of my ship, and I knew he'd made the connection. He obviously took his anti-aging research very seriously indeed to catch such an obscure reference. I wondered what he'd think if I told him my age.

“Thank you so much for your generous invitation, Chairman,” I said. “Your home is quite magnificent.”

When I lifted my head from the bow I caught a glimpse of an unabashed stare from his pale, ice-blue eyes, before he rearranged his face into a gracious smile. He looked gratified and perhaps relieved that I'd known the custom and responded properly. “Please promise that you'll tell me more about your ship later, Captain Paixon,” he said, and Dr. Ndasa continued with the introductions. Buig shot me another glance when Dr. Ndasa introduced Hirin, too polite to ask about the relationship. His gaze lingered long and appreciatively on Rei, Yuskeya, and Maja, and I wondered if womanizing was one of the Chairman's techniques for a longer life. It didn't seem to be the same kind of stare he'd treated me to, though. I wondered if I should be insulted.

The Chairman gestured for us to mingle and afford ourselves the pleasures of the various refreshment tables, and with a final sidelong glance at me, moved off to chat with Dr. Ndasa first, as was only proper.

Hirin leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I'm getting something to eat. We've had to leave enough parties early and I haven't forgotten my old rule of getting fed first.”

I suppressed a giggle and watched him stroll over to the nearest buffet table and help himself to a plate. He piled it high with a reddish salad, slabs of spiced meat, and a selection of intriguing-looking appetizers. If his appetite were any indication, his recovery was going well. Maja followed him and asked him something I couldn't hear, then glanced over her shoulder at me.

Viss, Rei, Yuskeya and Baden were still huddled in a little knot, sipping their drinks and sending covert looks around the room. I strolled over to them.

“Relax, you people,” I hissed. “It looks like you're casing the place to come back later and loot it.”

“Did you notice this floor?” Rei asked. “This much lumistone probably cost as much as the Tane Ikai!”

I had to admit it was beautiful, perfectly cut and matched blocks of multicoloured stone that emitted its own soft light when stepped on. The floor seemed like a living thing, breathing colour as it interacted with the other creatures in the room. The light was never harsh, just a glow that limned the lower half of the room in a wash of blue, pink and mauve.

“Well, don't just stand here gaping,” I ordered. “Walk, talk, and find out who everybody is. I've never known any of you to be exactly shy or retiring!”

They laughed and moved off, breaking into pairs to go in search of conversation. Standing alone for the moment, I had the eerie feeling that half the people in the room were looking at me out of the corners of their eyes. While the purple dress was not intended to deflect attention, it certainly wasn't the most noteworthy in the room and had never caused this much of a stir before.

I felt a touch at my elbow. Chairman Buig had circled back to me.

“Thank you so much for bringing Dr. Ndasa all the way here from Earth,” he said. “It's a long run, I know.”

His pale blue gaze was earnest and intense. I felt myself withdraw a little from it. “We were pleased to have the opportunity, and a new wormhole has cut a considerable amount of time off the journey.”

“I'd heard about that. It could be we'll have more visitors in the near future.”  I couldn't tell if he thought that was a good thing or not.

“But tell me about your excellent ship,” he continued. “I recognize her name. One of the longest-lived Japanese women on Earth in the twentieth century.”

I nodded. “That's right. Of course the ship herself is not nearly that old.”

He laughed politely. “Did you name her?  Or did she come to you with her personality already set?”

“No, I named her myself. I've always had an interest in longevity research.”  He would take all night to get around to actually asking me, I could tell. Not a man to speak before thinking.

“Personally, I do not understand why more people are not fascinated by it,” he said, nodding approvingly. “Aging, death, they are the only things that bind us all, are they not?”

Well, most of us. “Dr. Ndasa mentioned that he'd be joining other colleagues in the anti-aging field here. I'm impressed that you're throwing so much support behind the work. No scientific research comes cheap.”

“No,” he said seriously, “it is an expensive endeavour. I have sixteen top researchers here now, and Dr. Ndasa makes seventeen. It is one of the largest groups working on the problem in tandem anywhere in Nearspace. Although some people continue to think it's just a silly hobby on my part, they are wrong. Only Earth's PrimeCorp and the Schulyer Group on Mars are larger.”

“Really?  Are the researchers here tonight?  I would love to meet some of them, if I might.”

He nodded, looking around almost agitatedly. “Yes, there's someone I'm particularly interested in having you meet. Some of them are here already . . . I see Dr. Admelison over there, speaking with Sinjoro Paixon. You and he are related?  It is an unusual name.”

“Distant relatives,” I lied easily. “He's no stranger to aging himself, but had a yearning to return to space one more time. I was glad to be able to offer him a berth on the Tane Ikai.”

“Most commendable,” he said. “Now, where are the others?  I had thought they would all be present tonight. Perhaps, if you will excuse me, I'll round them all up, especially . . . well. Enjoy yourself in my absence.”

He moved off, but I saw him pull out a small datapad and input something. Was he calling someone? Or making notes about me like a good corporate executive, so he could “remember” me later?

I strolled over to Baden and Rei, who each held a plate piled high with brightly-coloured exotic fruits covered with a sweet-smelling sauce. “Does anything seem kind of strange here, to you?”

Rei grinned as she delicately licked her fingers. “Here's the big one, there are more people staring at you than there are at me. That's definitely a first, although you know I think you're beautiful, Luta.”

“I know, there's nothing catty about you, Rei.”  The room hummed with an undercurrent of conversations kept deliberately muted as guests cast covert glances my way. “That's what I've noticed, too. It feels bizara.”

“I take it you haven't seen her,” Baden whispered.

“No, even taking into account how she might have changed, I don't see anyone who could be her. But Chairman Buig said he thought all the researchers would be here tonight, and he's gone to hunt them up. I should know soon if she's here or not.”

Hirin came up to us then and unobtrusively gave my hand a little squeeze. “Nothing yet?”

I shook my head. “No. Soon, though, I think.”

He hesitated a moment. “That man I was talking to—Dr. Admelison—he said none of the researchers was over seventy.”

“She might not look seventy.”

“I know,” he said. “I just hate to see you have another disappointment.”

Maja stepped up behind me and said in a low voice, “Mother, I was thinking about what you said earlier—that this could be a trap. If you don't see her, maybe we should leave. I have a bad feeling—”

A hush fell over the hall, as suddenly as if someone had damped the volume with the flick of a switch. Another doorway stood open, one that led from somewhere inside the palace, and a woman stepped through it. Even Chairman Buig stopped speaking to someone at the other side of the room and turned to look. It was as if the entire room had been waiting for her to arrive, and now held its breath.

She was exquisitely dressed, in a sweeping emerald dress of organic velvet trimmed with spun gold brocade. A tall collar studded with tiny sparkling sunrubies and moonpearls framed her face and reached high above the mass of auburn curls looped and twisted artfully on top of her head. She was stunningly beautiful. She entered the room confidently, gracefully, a little smile on her lips, then halted her steps to look around at the sudden and unexpected quiet.

My heart pounded once, then felt as if it paused in mid-beat as the moment stretched into eternity.

She was me.

I heard Hirin's sharp intake of breath as if it came from very far away, felt Maja's hand touch my arm. With agonizing slowness, the woman's quizzical gaze swept the room, landing on each face in turn, until it came to us.

To me.

All the speed that had been drawn from the moment came back in a rush. The woman's hand flew to her throat and she took a step forward, mouthing a name.

Luta.

Then she crumpled silently into a heap on the gently pulsing lumistone floor, and the room erupted into chaos around her.

 


 

 

Chapter Fourteen
Schrödinger's Cat Is Alive and Well and Living Under an Assumed Name

 

 

 

 

 

I don't know if Chairman Buig ever had a stir like that at one of his salons before, but I doubt it. As my mother collapsed, the noise level in the room swelled from a moment of stunned silence to at least double what it had been. Buig himself actually ran the length of the room to get to her, but Yuskeya, bless her, was there first, and had Mother's head resting comfortably on a pillow she'd swiped from somewhere before Buig ordered her out of the way.

For myself, I was rooted to the spot, feeling like I'd swung off the safe side of the Split into a soft grey nothingness. There was no exultation at the conclusion of my fifty-year quest, no feeling of relief or disbelief or even satisfaction. It was as if the world had dropped out from under my feet and left me hanging in space without an EVA suit. I simply didn't know what to feel. The only things that seemed real were the presences of Hirin and Maja beside me.

There was no shortage of doctors in the room, and Dr. Ndasa was there as well. His presence gave the scene an even more surreal feeling—he'd travelled all this way to find her, and here he was, having to minister to her only moments after her appearance. In short order Mother was conscious again, although so pale it seemed you could see through her skin. As soon as she was back on her feet Buig took her arm, gestured for us to follow with a peremptory jerk of his head, and led her from the room through another door. The stares of the other salon attendees were no longer guarded or covert, but open and unabashed. I held my head high and walked beside Hirin, with Maja still gripping my other arm tightly. My breath came in short gasps. I couldn't seem to fill my lungs. I heard Hirin tell Dr. Ndasa to come with us, but his voice seemed to come from a long way off.

The room beyond the door was a small sitting-room, and as soon as the door closed behind us my mother let go of Buig's arm, turned to me, and held out her arms. Her hands trembled like leaves in a windstorm, but when I stepped into her embrace the shaking stopped and she held me as if she meant never to let me go.

I don't know what effect tears have on organic velvet, but mine flowed freely onto her collar.

“Remarkable,” Chairman Buig said in a low voice. “They must be twins. I could hardly believe my eyes when she walked into the ballroom. Demmar, you never told me!”

No-one answered him because, stupidly, we hadn't rehearsed any story to tell if we actually found her. I guess after so long, I hadn't really expected it. I hoped, but I had long ago given up on expectations.

She recovered more quickly than I did, holding me off at arm's length and studying me, but speaking absently to the Chairman. “I'm sorry to have caused such a scene, Gusain. It's a long time—a very long time—since Luta and I have seen each other.”

There was still a little part of me taking notes, and it spoke volumes that they used each others' first names so easily. I wondered if all his researchers were that informal.

“You must have known I was here?”  The question was casual, but the intensity of her eyes locked on mine revealed its importance.

“I'd heard a rumour.”  I was surprised at how normal my voice sounded. I smiled. “And I had a job in the vicinity anyway.”

She laughed then, a sound I remembered with a sharp pang of joy and pain intermingled. She hugged me again. “Well, as long as you didn't go out of your way!”

Chairman Buig cleared his throat. “Well, Demmar, if everything is all right?”

“I'm fine now. Go on back to your guests. Do you mind if we take a little time . . .?”

“No, no, that's fine. Stay here as long as you wish.”  He chuckled. “I'll go and see if I can stop the rumour mills from grinding.”

“Good luck with that,” Hirin murmured as the Chairman left. Through the open door, we glimpsed huddled knots of people in the throes of wild conjecture.

When the door closed behind him Mother's composure slipped again. “Luta, can it really be you?”  Her voice was harsh with tears that I suspected she'd been holding back too long to cry even now.

I squeezed her hand. “It's really me. These are my friends—my crew—and my family. They. . . know a lot.”

She glanced around at the others. “If you trust them, I trust them,” she said finally.

“This,” I added, pulling Hirin forward, “this is my husband, Hirin Paixon.”

He swept as low a bow as he could manage. “I am as honoured as I could be to finally meet you,” he said.

Her eyes filled with tears then. “Oh, Luta, I'm so sorry!  No, I mean. . . Hirin, I'm so pleased to meet you. . . I knew, of course. . . how it must be. . . it's just—I've made things hard for you both, impossible, I know that—”

He shook his head and slipped an arm around me. “Please. It's been my profound pleasure and honour to be married to Luta,” he said elegantly. “I would not trade one moment of our life together. I want you to believe that.”

She smiled through her tears. “Oh, I do. I can see it in your eyes. Thank you, Hirin.”

“And this is our daughter, Maja.”  She was still a quiet presence just behind me. “Your granddaughter.”

Maja smiled and nodded reservedly to Mother. It was hard to reconcile the relationship between them, looking at the two together. Now that I had seen her at closer range, Mother did look older than I did—a gathering of fine wrinkles hemmed her eyes, and her hands showed the rigours of time more than mine—but she'd been older when she'd done . . . whatever she'd done. She and Maja could have been of an age. Maja might even have been the older of the two, and speaking the words made it absurdly obvious.

“Maja, I can't believe I'm meeting you at last. My beautiful granddaughter! I knew about you and Karro, naturally,” Mother said, eyes still glistening. “I'm sorry I had to watch from the shadows, but please believe that it wasn't because I wasn't interested in my family.”

Maja seemed to be searching for a way to respond, so I came to her rescue.

“Here's someone else who has travelled a long way just to meet you,” I said, turning to find Dr. Ndasa. He'd retreated to the back of the room, behind everyone else. He seemed pale—or the Vilisian equivalent of pale, a sickly greyish cast replacing the usual pink undertones of his skin. I stepped toward him, hand outstretched. His scent, when I caught it, was a jumble that I couldn't sort out, but he said nothing.

“As you might have guessed, Dr. Ndasa, Demmar and I are related.”

He looked at me intently, the amber skin around his eyes crinkling. “So, Captain, all this time, while we were travelling—you knew who she was . . .?”

I smiled and shook my head. “No. I hoped, and I suspected. But I didn't know. In fact, I have you to thank.”

“You, too, were searching for her.” He shook his head slightly, as if trying to clear it, and swallowed with an audible gulp. I caught a breath of the anxious grapefruit-like scent that had clung to him on the bridge just before his first wormhole skip. “This is—not what I expected.”

Mother made the Vilisian greeting gesture in a fluid motion and said, “I'm very pleased to meet you, Doctor.”

“It is a very great pleasure to meet you, Sinjorino Holsey,” he said valiantly as he returned the gesture. “I—I . . . oh, dear, this is awkward.” Unexpectedly he slumped down into a chair that was fortuitously behind him and dropped his head into his hands.

There was a brief silence. I felt the crew go into alert mode. Don't ask me how I knew, but I knew. I dropped to my knees beside the Vilisian. “What is it?  What's wrong?”

I glanced up at Mother. Alarm had spread visibly across her face. Dr. Ndasa didn't move. I put a hand on his arm and shook him a little.

“Dr. Ndasa, what's wrong?  You have to tell me.”  I used my captain's voice. “That's an order.”

He sat up then, and heaved a sigh. “I have a message for Doctor Holsey,” he said quietly. “But under another name, which I'm . . . not sure I should mention here.”  He glanced around the room and gulped again. The grapefruit smell was almost overpowering now.

“A message?  From whom?”  Mother's voice was harsh.

“PrimeCorp?”  I could barely say the word.

“From the Schulyer Group,” Dr. Ndasa said, barely above a whisper. The Vilisian didn't look up at me. He smelled damp and cold, like wet earth. Viss quietly moved to stand behind the Vilisian's chair.

“Dr. Ndasa.” I waited, but he didn't look up. “Does the Schulyer Group know where we are right now?”

“Yes,” he mumbled, keeping his gaze fixed on the tabletop. “But they're not coming here. No-one from Schulyer is following us,” he added quickly.

“You're sure about that?”

He nodded.

“What about PrimeCorp?”

“I have nothing to do with them.”

I could tell Viss was resisting the urge to shake him. “You said you had a message for Doctor Holsey?”

The Vilisian heaved a great sigh and finally lifted his head. He spoke when he found Mother, perched uneasily on the edge of one of the brocaded armchairs. “I have a message,” he said, “for Doctor Emmage Mahane. I was shown a holo,” he glanced back to me, “although as it turned out that wasn't really necessary.”

So that explained why he'd looked so startled at seeing me, the odd stares I'd occasionally catch. Not an alien thing at all. A curiosity thing.

“I did not realize that you were unaware of her presence here,” he said, his curious violet eyes sorrowful. “I now feel that I have betrayed your hospitality.”

“Deliver your message,” Mother said coldly. She sat back in the chair and folded her arms across her chest. “This is all I needed, another corp tailing me everywhere I go.”

Dr. Ndasa shook his head vehemently, his dark braid swinging. “No, no, please, it isn't like that. I'm here to ask for your help, nothing more.”

Mother narrowed her eyes at him. “Go ahead.”

“The Schulyer Group has been developing a new anti-aging technology for twenty years,” he said. The words came in a rush now, as if he were tired of holding them in. “It's similar to Longate, but yes, they've solved the problems Longate caused. They bought out all of Nicadico's research years ago so they could see where Longate went wrong. They're certain their basic data is sound,” he added emphatically, perhaps because Mother had already begun to shake her head. “But there have been . . . incidents.”

“Incidents? So perhaps the data is not as sound as you think.”

The Vilisian tilted his head to one side. “No, that is not what I mean. They believe someone—I’m certain you can guess who they suspect—has been sabotaging their efforts. Subtly altering data. Interfering with samples. Trying to access classified data, although we do not think they have been successful. They would like to have their work—especially the groundwork—verified by a trustworthy outside source, by someone who has been working in this field longer than anyone else. By you, Dr. Mahane.”

“How did they find me?” Mother wanted to know.

Dr. Ndasa waggled his shoulders in the Vilisian equivalent of a shrug. “They did not tell me that, only who you were and why it was important to find you.”

“And why did they send you, in particular?” She regarded him with narrowed eyes.

He flushed, his skin darkening from amber to ochre. “Perhaps because they knew that once I knew about you, I would have to meet you. I share your obsession, Dr. Mahane, and I've made no secret of that. And perhaps because I am so very . . . non-threatening.” He twisted a tentative half-smile at her, then grew serious again. “Please, Doctor, I don't have to tell you how important this could be. I know you already understand.”

“Only too well.” Mother sighed and turned to me. “Luta, I assume you were not privy to Schulyer Group's machinations?”

I couldn't read her voice. An outraged protest rose to my lips but I didn't speak the words. How could she know anything about me, really, after all this time? Could I blame her for being suspicious?

“No. He told Hirin he'd heard there was a female anti-aging researcher doing work for the Chairman on Kiando, and he'd wrangled an invitation to join his colleagues there. Hirin passed it on to me. It was only a guess hitching a ride on the back of a rumour, but it seemed worth a try.”

“That's all?” She raised her eyebrows. “It's a pretty thin rumour.”

“I started following thinner rumours than that a long time ago.” I regretted the words when I saw the look of pain that flashed across her face, and shook my head. “Don't apologize again. I'm pretty sure I understand some of the reasons—”

A staccato knock sounded on the door and it opened to reveal Chairman Buig. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him quickly. He didn't look happy. The skin around his pale eyes was taut and worry lines creased his forehead.

“Pardon the intrusion,” he said, and his eyes quickly found my mother. “Demmar, we need to speak. It's urgent.”

Her face stayed calm, but I saw her fist clench ever so slightly. “Gusain, what is it?”

He flicked a glance over the rest of us. “Perhaps it would be better to speak privately—”

Mother shook her head. “It's all right. Whatever it is, you can say it here.”

He pulled a deep sigh, looking even more unhappy, if that was possible. “I've had a very unsettling communication from a vessel that's on its way here,” he said. “I really think this should be private, but . . .” He must have recognized the stubborn look in my mother's eye, because he seemed to make up his mind. “The vessel is from Earth, a PrimeCorp far cruiser named Trident—apparently belongs to their police branch. They just came through the wormhole from Delta Pavonis. They say they have a warrant for your arrest—although they used a different name—for corporate data theft and other Planetary Statute crimes. And a second warrant to obtain genetic samples. They had a holo for identification, it's—it's definitely you, Demmar. Their assertion is that I am constrained by interplanetary Nearspace law to hold you until they arrive, and deliver you to them.”

Mother didn't say anything, and Buig turned to me. “They have a similar warrant for you, although it's only for the genetic samples. I believe if you allow them to take those, they have no interest in detaining you.”

I caught Maja's eye. She shook her head almost imperceptibly. I had nothing to do with this.

Damne. My stomach roiled and I felt sick, a weird echo of Alin Sedmamin's trick with the virus. This feeling, though, came from my own emotions. They must have followed me, somehow, despite my precautions. I've led PrimeCorp straight to my mother.

“Chairman Buig, did they say how long it would be before they arrive?” I asked.

“Several hours. It's a far cruiser, and they're still in the outer system.”

My mother spoke then. Her voice was flat, emotionless, as if she'd gone completely cold. “And what did you tell them you would do?”

He didn't flinch under her gaze. “I told them I wasn't certain of your whereabouts, either of you, but that I would see what I could do to locate you.” He flashed a quick grin. “It's called, stalling for time.”

Mother let out her breath in a quiet chuckle and I felt my stomach unclench. It looked like Chairman Buig, at least, was our ally.

“Why would they give you so much notice? Why not just show up and make their demands?” Baden asked.

“That's PrimeCorp for you,” Mother said with a humourless smile. “Supremely confident in their own power. It wouldn't occur to them that Gusain would question their authority or not comply. He works for a smaller corporation.”

“Well, they don't know us very well either, then,” Rei said. “So what's the plan? Make a run for it?”

“If they're still that far out, we can outrun them easily,” Viss added. “Far cruisers aren't built for speed.”

Mother turned to me with a half-smile. “You're docked nearby?”

I took hold of Mother's hand. “My far trader's at the Havering dock. And when we say 'we,' you're included in that. I'm not letting you go so soon. Not for a long time yet.” I smiled. “Just so you know.”

She squeezed my hand in return. “You couldn't if you tried. Can you give me a few minutes to grab some of my things? I'll be quick.”

Gusain Buig opened his mouth as if he might protest, but I said “I'll be right here,” and without hesitation she opened the door that led to the salon. The Chairman followed on her heels and they merged into the crowd. I saw him catch up to her and cup a hand under her elbow as he leaned in close to speak.

“But we have to be fast,” Yuskeya said. “It's silly for everyone to wait here. Why don't I go with them, and I'll bring her back to the groundcar? If we meet back there we'll get underway faster.”

“And if I ask the Chairman to give me access to his communications crew, I might get some better details on the ship and how soon it might be here,” Baden suggested.

I nodded. “Good ideas. Go catch up to them, and we'll meet back at the car.” The two of them hurried after Mother and the Chairman.

I looked at Dr. Ndasa. “Doctor, I'm afraid I'll have to insist that you come with us until we have this sorted out,” I said. “We're in enough trouble now. I can't take any more chances.”

He looked startled, then nodded.

“Bring him,” I told Viss. He took Dr. Ndasa's arm with smooth efficiency, and the Vilisian doctor didn't try to pull away.

Maja slid into the crowd and found one of the waiters, and we asked him to show us the quickest way out, avoiding the salon. He seemed unfazed by the strange request—perhaps guests often wanted to leave unseen—and led the way through a twisting maze of hallways. All were sumptuously carpeted and gently illuminated by elaborately blown glass sconces. Finally we rounded a corner, and the waiter let us out a back door to the parking area. All the time I followed him, I tried to calm the pounding of my heart, sick with the fear that I'd led my mother's enemies to her safe haven.

 

 

Kiando's moons were on the rise and shone brightly, painting pale puddles on the ground and deep shadows under the parked vehicles as we waited at the groundcar. None of the others were back yet, but I couldn't make myself get inside the groundcar to wait. Hirin and Dr. Ndasa climbed in, and Maja sat on the running board, but I paced nervously across the silver-limned space next to the car. I felt as if I'd just opened the box and found Schrödinger's cat alive and well, but that there was no guarantee of maintaining that state.

Rei leaned back against the groundcar and crossed her arms, watching me. “Congratulations, Captain,” she said suddenly. “Slow down a minute, would you, and take a breath? You did it! I mean, you really did it, you found her. After all this time.” She grinned. “PrimeCorp notwithstanding, that's a good thing.”

I stopped and took a deep breath, closing my eyes. “Thanks, Rei. You're right. Although I think I'm still in shock, mostly.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Viss glance at his datapad. “I hate to say this, but what if she doesn't come back?” he said slowly. “She said she'd be quick, and that PrimeCorp ship is getting closer by the minute.”

“She'll come back.” I'd seen the look in her eyes. She wasn't going to run away again—not just yet, anyway.

Baden came around the corner at a run and practically skidded to a stop, leaning on the groundcar and panting. “I thought you might leave without me,” he said between breaths.

“Oh, we would have, if Yuskeya and Luta's mother had raced you back,” Rei drawled. “However, since you're here, did you find out anything useful?”

He paused to stick his tongue out at her, then said, “Judging by the timestamps on the comm signals between the ship and the Chairman, we should make it off the planet before they're in sensor range. Even if they've sped up considerably since then, we should have a decent window of opportunity.” He glanced toward the Chairman's palace. “As long as we don't waste too much time.”

I started pacing again. What could be taking them so long? I assumed that my mother, in her years of running and hiding from PrimeCorp, could be packed and out of anywhere in short order. Unless Gusain Buig was trying to talk her out of it. Or wasn't really on our side, after all. But Yuskeya was with them, and she was more than competent to make sure my mother was able to come with us. I sent her a quick message from my datapad. Where are you?

Coming!

But after five minutes they still weren't back. I messaged her again. Everything okay? This time she didn’t respond. Well, maybe she wasn't paying attention to it and had the sound off. Maybe she was busy trying to hurry mother along, or talking to the Chairman. After another five minutes of silent pacing, and two more unanswered messages, checking my datapad every thirty seconds or so as the moons climbed higher into the sky, I said, “I can't take any more of this. I'll have to go and find—”

My words were cut short by the appearance of one of Chairman Buig's uniformed security personnel, who appeared in the doorway we'd come through into the parking lot. He held the door open and beckoned a finger in my direction. I took off at a run, although I heard Viss say, “Captain, wait! It could be a—” Then his footsteps followed mine. I knew the others would be watching from the groundcar, so nothing too bad was going to happen.

When I got close enough, though, my heart tightened in a painful spasm in my chest. On the richly carpeted floor of the hallway next to the guard lay a figure whose long, tousled dark hair I recognized immediately. Her multicoloured robe lay wreathed around her like a shattered rainbow.

Yuskeya.


 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen
Lost and Found and Lost Again

 

 

 

 

I must have stopped in shock, because somehow Viss was there before me, kneeling beside her and feeling for a pulse at her neck. I felt a hand on my arm—Maja had come, too. The guard said to me, “She's unconscious, but otherwise she seems fine. The Chairman found her in a hallway, and said to bring her—”

“Where's the Chairman now?” I interrupted him. “And there was a scientist with her, a woman—red hair, looks a lot like me—”

He shook his head and gestured toward Yuskeya, whom Viss had now lifted up from the floor. He held her cradled against his chest as if she weighed no more than a child. I noticed distractedly that he looked unusually pale. A dark bruise stained one side of Yuskeya's forehead, and the blow that had done it had raised a nasty-looking lump, as well.

“She's the only one I saw,” the guard said. “The Chairman said to contact him on this channel.” He fished a torn scrap of paper out of his pocket and handed it to me.

“I have to see him—” I started, but Viss cut me off.

“Time, Captain. We don't have much. Let's get Yuskeya into the groundcar and you can call him. No point running around here looking for him.”

“Just call him, Mother,” Maja urged. “It'll be quicker.”

Damne. I wanted to grab the guard, shake him, and demand that he take me to Gusain Buig, but Viss and Maja were right. We were on a deadline. And now I didn't know whom I could trust. Swearing under my breath, I punched the code from the scrap of paper into my datapad. The Chairman appeared on my screen almost immediately.

“What's happening, Chairman?” I asked. I was surprised at how calm my voice sounded.

His face was pale, and he puffed out a sigh of relief upon seeing me. “Captain, you're all right. Is Demmar with you?”

My fingers tightened reflexively around the datapad. “No,” I said evenly. “The last I saw her, she was with you, and so was my navigator, who is with me, but currently unconscious.”

His image jumped unsteadily on the screen, and I realized he was walking quickly as he talked to me. The glass wall sconces flickered behind his image as he passed them. “I don't understand,” he said. “Your crewmen caught up with us. She—your navigator, I assume—went with Demmar. I took your communications officer, Mr. Methyr, to a console and connected him with my comm station, and told them to give him any information he needed.”

We had reached the groundcar by now, and Baden heard the end of what the Chairman said. He nodded his confirmation. Buig was telling the truth—at least to that point.

“Then what?” I stood beside the car while Rei and Viss manoeuvred Yuskeya inside. She still hadn't stirred. They settled her in one of the seats, her head still leaning on Viss's shoulder, his arm around her. Baden clambered behind the wheel.

Buig ran a hand across his forehead. Tiny beads of sweat glistened on his skin and his hand shook slightly. “Then I went to find Demmar. I wanted—I wanted to say goodbye, properly. To find out where she was going to go, and when I might hear from her. But she wasn't in her room, so I thought I'd missed them. I was on my way to see if I could catch up to you in the parking area when I found your navigator, unconscious, and called a guard.” He was in a darker hallway now, the light from the datapad throwing his features into caricature-like relief.

“Where are you now?” I could feel the eyes of everyone on me: Hirin, Rei, Baden, Viss, Dr. Ndasa. Waiting for me to tell them what we would do next.

“I'm trying to find her, goddammit!” Buig snapped. “But it's like she's vanished. I hoped she'd already found her way to you.”

I swung around, searching the parking lot. The dual moons painted it in a clear, bright glow that reflected off the many vehicles still dotting the area. But nothing moved, the air was silent, and the lot seemed empty of anyone but us. “I don't see her. She hasn't come outside.”

“Do you think she'd go straight to your ship?” Buig looked up from his screen, searchingly, as brilliant light flared in front of him. It darkened again, and he looked back down. “She's not in the labs.”

“I didn't tell her the name . . . but who knows, she might know it.” I tried to think clearly, logically, but my mind raced from awful possibility to awful possibility. Which was worse: that she'd been somehow kidnapped practically right in front of me, or that she'd run away from me again, despite what she'd said?

I felt a firm hand take mine and looked up to see Hirin's blue-grey eyes. They were dark and serious. “Let's go and check the ship. She might be there. We can't be much help here . . . we don't even know our way around.”

I swallowed hard. He was right, as usual. “I'll call you again from my ship, Chairman,” I said. “Keep looking.” And if you're lying to me . . . I climbed into the groundcar beside Hirin and we wheeled out into the Kiandon night.

 

 

The drive back through the nearly-deserted streets to the spacedock seemed to take forever, and the silence was making me crazy. There would be a rowdy area of the city, where the clubs and bars and shopping venues were open late, since it was predominantly a mining colony and there were always miners whose shift had just ended. Our path wove through more residential and business areas, where lights had been extinguished for the night and streets lay in soft darkness. None of us spoke much. I felt torn between by the certainty that I should not be driving in the opposite direction from where I'd last seen my mother, and the crushing fact that perhaps this was exactly what she wanted. Could she have lied to me that thoroughly? Could I have read her so wrong? I don't know what consumed everyone ease's thoughts, but I guess we were all either too worried, too angry, or both, to talk. Hirin and I kept an eye on the road behind us, but no-one followed.

When we arrived back at the Havering spacedock Baden jumped out to disable the alarms and open the cargo pod doors. I wanted to call Chairman Buig again, but I wasn't going to do it until we'd reached one of the wire-blocked decks above the cargo level. The engineering and bridge decks had wire blockers on a constant sweep and scramble so that onboard communications were private, but the cargo deck didn't—the required electronics would limit the types of cargo we could haul. I was glad that we'd spent some of the travel time to Kiando making security modifications, but I was suddenly sorry that I'd stopped carrying torpedoes a while back, if PrimeCorp was sending far cruisers after me now. At least the personal ordnance locker remained well-stocked for emergencies.

Hirin's hand on my arm brought me out of my musings and I realized the groundcar was inside. Baden and Maja were already securing it. Viss lifted Yuskeya gently out of the car, and Rei had a hand on Dr. Ndasa's arm. It was lucky they knew instinctively what to do, because my head seemed too jumbled to think of everything. I gathered up the heavy folds of my purple dress and climbed out of the car.

“Go ahead, Captain,” Baden said. “I'll help Viss bring Yuskeya up.”

“Put her in First Aid,” I said with a nod, and headed for the metal stairway that had been locked in place next to the ship when we docked. It led all the way up to the airlock door on the bridge deck. The rhythmic mindlessness of the climb up the stairway felt somehow soothing, and I didn't stop until I'd reached the top. Hirin was right behind me all the way. It didn't occur to me that it was a long climb for him or that I should slow down, but he kept pace without complaining. I took five minutes to change out of my dress and into jeans and a black t-shirt, then strode straight to the bridge. I called Buig as soon as I was sitting. Hirin took a skimchair and slid it over near mine. Maja came in and sat at the communications console, since Baden wasn't there yet.

“Anything?” I asked without preamble when the Chairman appeared on the screen.

He shook his head. He looked a little calmer now, although no less worried. “I can only assume that she knew this might happen someday, and had a plan ready,” he said. “She's very resourceful.”

“Or she might have been kidnapped!” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. It didn't work very well. “Someone knocked out my navigator, and I doubt it was my—Demmar.”

“Is your navigator all right?”

“She's still unconscious. You don't think this looks like Demmar was taken by force?”

Through my anger and anxiety I was trying to read the man. I had only his word that he'd found Yuskeya unconscious—what if he'd knocked her out himself? But if he had, why had he allowed me to retrieve her?

“It's possible Demmar was kidnapped,” the Chairman said, “but I don't think it's likely. Why would PrimeCorp do that—a criminal act, something so risky—when they think they're going to walk away from here with her anyway?”

“Then who attacked my navigator?”

He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “I'm sorry, I just don't know. Maybe they were accosted by someone, and there was a struggle, but Demmar got away. Perhaps your crew member will be able to tell us something when she regains consciousness.”

I wanted to drop my head into my hands and cry, but there was no time for that. “You'll keep searching on your end?”

He regarded me seriously, his eyes dark with worry. If he was a liar, he was damn good at it. “I will. What are you going to do?”

“Consult with my crew. I'll get back to you shortly,” I said, and broke the connection.

Rei came onto the bridge. She'd also taken time to change out of her golden finery and into a plain blue shipsuit, and had tied her chestnut hair back in a ponytail. “Dr. Ndasa is back in his room.”

“Think he'll stay put?”

She nodded. “Seems pretty glum about the whole thing. Also, I locked the door from the outside,” she added with a grin.

Viss and Baden came in through the archway to Sensors. “Yuskeya's settled in First Aid,” Baden said. “All her vitals are good, she's just sleeping now.”

Viss passed me a cocoa-coloured leather satchel, a little worn around the edges as if it had seen a lot of use. “This was slung over Yuskeya's shoulder,” he said. “Don't know if you noticed it. I've never seen it before, and I don't think she had it with her when we went to the Chairman's place.”

I took it, puzzled. “I'll ask her about it when she wakes up,” I said. “Thanks.”

Rei was in the pilot's chair. “I assume we're getting out of here?” she asked, flicking switches to start the engines and thrusters warming up. The bridge screens sprang to life.

“I—” I stopped. I didn't want to leave the planet without knowing what had happened with my mother.

Hirin put a hand on mine. “No matter what else has happened, you still don't want to give PrimeCorp those samples, right?”

I pulled a deep sigh and shook my head. “No.”

“The Chairman might be able to protect your mother if she's still down there, but he can't do a thing for you if we're sitting right here in plain sight. I know it's hard to leave.” He squeezed my hand. “But we can come back.”

Tears sprang to my eyes and I blinked them back. I swallowed hard. “Right. You're right. Rei, get us off Kiando, fast. Baden, try to get a reading on that PrimeCorp ship. Wherever it is, take us in the opposite direction. Once we're well outside their sensor range, we'll figure out what to do next.”

Maja said, “I'll go and sit with Yuskeya in case she wakes up and wonders what's happening.” She left the comm station to Baden and hurried off to First Aid. Baden commed the docking authority and told them we'd be leaving. After a brief discussion about docking fees they agreed to release the clamps.

Viss settled in at the auxiliary Engineering console. “Once we're off the planet, I'll go down to make modifications to the main drive. I might be able to alter the drive signature slightly, to make us more difficult to detect in case PrimeCorp is scanning for us. It'll only be temporary, but it might work.”

“Great. Are we ready to lift off?”

Rei nodded. “Firing thrusters now.”  A low, steady hum had been building in the ship for the last thirty seconds or so and it increased sharply when Rei took us up. Other than that, it was a smooth lift. Probably not even enough to wake Yuskeya. Even under pressure, Rei had a steady hand at the helm. Maybe especially then. I got ready to contact Chairman Buig again.

“Luta, look at this,” Rei said, although she didn't look away from her screen. A map of the Mu Cassiopeia system popped up on my screen. “The PrimeCorp far cruiser came through the wormhole from Delta Pavonis not long ago. No matter what wormhole we decide to go through, we're going to have to wait until the cruiser is docked here in order to get close to any of them. Instead of hightailing it out to the other side of the system to stay out of their scan range, why don't we just try to hang out in the planet's sensor shadow until they land at Ando City?  Then once the planet's turned so that the spaceport is facing away from the wormhole we want, we'll slip out of the shadow and run like hell for the terminal point.”

I hesitated. “How much time will it save us in getting through the wormhole?”

“Depends on how fast the PrimeCorp cruiser is moving, and where we decide to go. But it'll be here in a few hours. If we spend that time putting distance between us and them but then have to backtrack . . .”

She was right. “Go ahead, then, Rei, but be careful. Block all outgoing transmissions except from the bridge. I'll speak to Chairman Buig if I have to while we're there, but otherwise we don't want anything going out that PrimeCorp could pick up on.”

I sent a ping to Chairman Buig and he came up onscreen. I quickly outlined our plan. “Will you send me an encrypted message when they dock at Ando City?”

“Certe,” he said.

“What are you going to tell PrimeCorp?” I asked.

A glimmer of a smile touched his lips. “Why, that Sinjorino Holsey went off to visit someone at the spaceport, and I haven't seen her since. Naturally, I'll keep my men searching for her.”

“And you'll leave out our little conversations?”

He grinned. He looked quite nice when he did that. “I don't know what conversations you mean, Captain. I've also instructed my docking authority to 'lose' the documentation on when you left.”

There wasn't much to do then except sit and watch as Rei piloted us up and around the planet. On the viewscreen, Kiando spun slowly below us, the ochre swirls of its many arid deserts interspersed with verdant dots of scattered oases and small blue seas. Was my mother still down there somewhere? Any number of small vessels and mining ships had lifted off since the message had come from the PrimeCorp ship; the spaceport at a busy mining colony rarely went quiet, and a silvery starliner hung in orbit, with a busy stream of shuttles flitting between it and the surface. But if she'd wanted to get off the planet, why hadn't she simply come with me?

“We're just about in a perfect position,” Rei said.

“Oh, thank goodness,” said a voice from the archway. I looked up to see Yuskeya, very pale and with a somewhat messily wrapped bandage encircling her head, leaning against Maja. Her robe was a wrinkled mess but she seemed supremely unaware of it.

“She insisted,” Maja said, shaking her head.

Yuskeya stared at the bag in my lap. “Where's your mother?”

I jumped up and went to her. “I wish I knew. But I know where you should be. Lying down,” I told her.

She shook her head, then half-closed her eyes, grimaced, and pointed to the empty skimchair at her nav station. Maja and I helped her into it and I knelt beside her. “What in the world happened?”

Yuskeya closed her eyes. “I was hoping you could tell me. We had your mother's things—she gave me that bag to carry for her—and we were on the way to meet you.” She touched the tips of her fingers gingerly to the lump on her head. “Whoever or whatever hit me, I never saw it coming. The next thing I knew, I woke up in First Aid.”

“Who was with you?” I wanted to check out Gusain Buig's story.

“Just me and your mother,” she said. “The Chairman went with Baden to hook him up with the comm centre. Did you send me a message?” She squinted as if she were trying to remember something.

I nodded. “Several. You only answered the first one.” I kicked myself mentally. My message had probably been the distraction that let someone sneak up on Yuskeya. “I'm sorry,” I told her.

She shook her head, then winced again. “No, I'm the one who's sorry. This never should have happened.”

I patted her hand and went back to my chair, where I'd left the leather bag. It felt a little voyeuristic to go through it, but I justified snooping by telling myself there could be a clue inside to tell me where Mother was now. To be honest, I think I just wanted to feel a little closer to her. I sat down and opened the top.

It looked like a pretty ordinary travel bag. I pawed through carefully. A denim-blue t-shirt and rolled-up pair of jeans. A set of tiny earphones. A chipcase. A personal bag with toothpaste, toothbrush, soap and other toiletries. Socks. Mints. A tiny light and an actual paper book, Ring of Tears by Juris Lell. A hand-drawn wormhole map of Nearspace, a red pen, and a sheaf of papers filled with scientific diagrams and notations that made less than no sense to me.

I sighed. It was all pretty standard, and what I would have expected. Could have belonged to almost anyone, really, except for the scientific stuff. And the wormhole map, I supposed.

But . . . there was the chipcase. I drew it out and opened it. There were slots for six chips, but only three of them held anything. Two were labelled NB2897 and PC35411, respectively. The third was labelled, L/L.

Luta/Lanar? Or was I being silly and sentimental?

“Yuskeya,” I said slowly, “my mother didn't say anything about this bag, did she? Or anything in it?”

“No. She just asked me to carry it. She had a few bags.”

“Rei, we're okay here for a bit, yet, right?” I asked her.

She nodded, leaning back from the piloting console and folding her arms. “Until we hear from Chairman Buig that the PrimeCorp ship is down, we just have to stay in geosynchronous orbit.”

“Then I'm going to my quarters for a bit. Hirin, Maja, would you come with me?”

I saw the quizzical glance that passed between them, but they both got up to follow me. “Yuskeya,” I added, “Go lie down, okay? There's nothing for you to do here, and you could use the rest.”

She smiled and nodded. “I've felt better, I have to admit. Thank you, Captain.”

I knew it wasn't necessary, but I added, “Keep an eye on her, Viss.”

“Aye, Captain.”

I took the whole bag with me to my cabin. Hirin and Maja trailed after me, and we stopped in at the galley for hot drinks.

“What's up?” Hirin asked, drawing off a chai tea for himself. Yuskeya seemed to have won him over to her favourite drink.

“Maybe nothing,” I said. “But maybe a message from my mother. I’d like a little family support if that's what it turns out to be.”

Hirin squeezed my arm and Maja simply nodded, spooning sugar into her own tea. “That's what we're for,” Hirin said.

We settled in my room, Hirin in the big armchair and Maja on the edge of the bed, while I sat at the desk. I twisted the screen around so that we could all see it. When I inserted the chip marked L/L, a message popped up. Please enter the password to view this data.

I slumped back in my chair. “Well, this might be a short meeting. Having not seen the woman in seventy years, I doubt I can guess this password.”

“There's nothing else in the chipcase, or the bag?” Maja asked.

I passed the bag to her and opened up the chipcase, showing it to her and Hirin. “Two other chips, that's all. Everything in the bag looks pretty normal.”

While Maja went through the contents of the bag, I tried the other two chips, but they were both password-protected as well. I put the first one back in and tried the labels of both the other chips as the password for this one. I thought that was pretty clever, but neither of them worked.

Hirin leaned back and steepled his fingers in his characteristic “thinking” pose. “Okay, let's think about this. Assuming she meant this for you or Lanar, she must have made the password something you could figure out.”

“Assuming that, I suppose. I don't even know for sure that's what L/L means, but we're working under that assumption.”

“So it's likely something that relates to your life together,” he went on, “before she had to leave.”

“Well, I was only nine when she left PrimeCorp, and fourteen when she went off on her own,” I said. “I doubt that I remember very much from that time. What if there was something that she thought was important, but I didn't?”

“All we can do is try.”

For ten minutes or so we tried street names, pet names, teachers, schools, my father's and grandparents's names—anything we could think of that tied to my early life. We moved on to places we'd lived, friends, children; still no luck. I ran my fingers through my hair in frustration.

“What about things you and your mother have in common?” Maja suggested.

I typed in red hair, but that wasn't it.

“Very funny,” she said. “No, really. So you've been separated all this time—that doesn't mean you have nothing in common.”

I typed in PrimeCorp, but that wasn't it, either. PrimeCorpSucks? No.

“Something you have in common, something important to you both,” Hirin mused. “But maybe with a more positive connotation?”

I sat back and closed my eyes, thinking about the all-too-brief conversation we'd managed to have. Had she said anything that might be a clue?

. . . it wasn't because I wasn't interested in my family.

Family. We did have that in common. I typed in KernenEmmageLutaLanarKarroMaja.

And we were in.

 


 

 

Chapter Sixteen
Sounds in the Vacuum

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were several files on the L/L chip, but they were all labelled Luta & Lanar vid, followed by a number. I paused only long enough to take a deep breath and pat myself mentally on the back for guessing correctly about the contents of the chip. Then I tapped the screen to play the file that ended with -01.

Mother's face filled the screen. She sat at a scarred, metal-topped desk, and the background looked like any one of thousands of small passenger rooms on any one of hundreds of starliners that operated around Nearspace, carrying folks between planets and systems. She looked pretty much exactly the same as she had when I'd spoken to her earlier, although she wore an azure mandarin-collared shirt and her auburn hair was piled in a messy updo—that kind I can never achieve myself.

She took a deep breath and began to speak.

I'm not sure who'll be watching this, Luta, or Lanar, or maybe both of you together. So hello to you both, and before I say anything else, I love you. I'm sorry I haven't been able to say it more often.

She blinked away tears that had threatened to spill over, and smiled. I have a lot to tell you. I doubt that it will all happen at once. I'll number the files consecutively so that you can watch them in order, and they'll make sense. If you're watching these videos, it's because I'm dead—which I sincerely hope is not the case—or for some other reason, they've come into your hands without me. I hope we'll be able to talk this over together, but if not, it's important for me to tell you everything. She smiled. Or at least a few things.

“She sounds like you, too,” Maja said quietly.

“She does,” Hirin agreed. I had no opinion, not really knowing what my own voice sounded like. But my mind was busy elsewhere. I felt guilty to be watching this without Lanar. He deserved to be here as much as I did. I couldn't send him any kind of message without possibly alerting the PrimeCorp ship to our presence, though, and I needed to know if there was going to be anything in these files that might help me decide on my next move. Mother began to speak again.

PrimeCorp has been dogging me—sometimes subtly, sometimes blatantly—for as long as I've been away from you. She breathed a deep sigh, letting it out slowly, as if she were releasing more than just breath. That's a long time.

They have always maintained that they have a proprietary interest in all the research I carried out during the years I worked for them. Sometimes their attempts to find me have seemed almost cursory, but then they will ramp things up again. They stopped almost completely for a time, when they brought Vigor-Us to market, but the reprieve did not last long. In the past two years, they've appeared to be growing more desperate. They want my data and knowledge, and they want it now.

Mother paused and took a sip from a mug. She positioned her hand to cover the ship's logo imprinted on the side of the mug. Always careful.

“They probably know or suspect that Schulyer is getting close with their own research,” Hirin commented.

Let me be clear, Mother continued. Legally, they do own all my data up to the point when I left. It's plain as plain in the contract we all signed when we went to work there. I can't argue with that, legally or ethically. But I don't want them to have it.

It's a complicated story, but I'll try to be concise. I worked for PrimeCorp for fifteen years doing research on what was then the next generation of bioscavengers.

Even though she couldn't see me, I nodded once, my heart thumping. I'd been right.

We were looking for a way to incorporate all the functions of the previous generations—cancer and disease fighting, trauma repair, toxin purification—into one super-protein, and supply an extra function as well:  age-related change suppression. Once we could create nanobioscavengers to deal with the main causes of aging—telomere shortening and damage, DNA glycation, and oxidative stress—in addition to everything else they could do, it would be easy. PrimeCorp fed us a lot of encouragement about the philanthropic value of what we were doing, how this would change humanity forever, how their business model would make it universally accessible. We believed them.

She smiled. It was probably the most exciting time in my life. We all thought that we were on the verge of offering virtual immortality to the human race.

And then—we discovered PrimeCorp's actual agenda. We'd just had a breakthrough. We had a prototype designer protein for bioscavengers that could self-replicate, and delay aging by about seventy years before an individual would need an infusion of new proteins. Then we discovered a way to make that protein indefinitely self-replicating. It would mean something close to human immortality.

I heard someone, Hirin or Maja, take a deep breath. I couldn't take my eyes off Mother.

She brushed a few stray hairs back from her face and went on. PrimeCorp stood to make enormous profits, because effective as the bioscavs would be, they couldn't be inherited. Each new generation would have to have an initial infusion.

That's when we found that PrimeCorp had no intention of using the research to the full benefit of humanity. They planned to halt the research where it was, and manufacture only the non-replicating bioscavengers. They'd offer them for distribution only to colonial and planetary governments—at exorbitant prices. A huge advertising campaign would practically force governments to pay whatever PrimeCorp asked. If people knew the technology existed, they'd demand it from their governments, and if the governments didn't come through, the people were sure to revolt.

Mother folded her hands, set them on the desk in front of her. When we found out, some of my colleagues wanted to argue with PrimeCorp about it, try to fight them. Someone mentioned starting legal action on the basis that we'd been encouraged to work under false pretenses. That didn't make much sense to me; I could see where that would go. We'd all had to sign non-competition contracts when they hired us so that we couldn't take our data or even our experience and go start working for some other genetics firm. We couldn't just move to a less greedy company. It would be tied up in the courts for years, and meanwhile PrimeCorp would let the news slip out, and the demand would be so great that they'd win in the end.

So I took matters into my own hands. I was the project head, after all, and most of the original ideas had been mine. Before PrimeCorp began to suspect that we weren't happy, I stole all the data and we ran with it. She leaned back in the chair and looked suddenly very tired. I've been running ever since.

The image froze and I realized that was probably the end of the first video file. I was about to tap the next one when Maja said, “If they were after her for that long, how do you think they finally caught up with her now?”

I started guiltily and turned to face her. “I'm afraid I must have done something to lead them here,” I said. “Although I don't know what. I tried to be careful.”

Maja tapped her fingers against her lips in an echo of her father's gesture. “Somehow, they keep finding us. Could they have put something on the ship?”

I shrugged. “All the decks except cargo are wire-blocked, so it wouldn't matter if they managed to smuggle something on with one of us. And a tracking device on a piece of cargo doesn't really make sense—it could be offloaded anywhere.”

“What about the intruder?” Hirin said suddenly. “Didn't you say he came up from the cargo deck?”

“What intruder?” asked Maja.

“It was before we left Earth,” I said. “Someone, I'm assuming Sedmamin, sent a stripped operative to break into the Tane Ikai and get a biological sample from me without my permission. He didn't get it,” I added when I saw the worried look on Maja's face.

“What happened?”

“He tried to fly from the bridge deck to the cargo deck, without stopping at Engineering in between,” Hirin said wryly. “But PrimeCorp hadn't thought to give him wings first. He left a mess on the deck, and we left what was left of him in the outer Sol system.”

“And then in the Keridre/Gerdrice system,” I added. “He slipped through a communications pinhole when we jettisoned the body in a cargo crate. We planned to tuck it away on an asteroid until we'd decided what to do.”

“Were you hurt?” Maja asked.

I shrugged. “A bit of a scratch, that was all. Yuskeya fixed me up.”

“I didn't know about that,” Maja said, frowning.

“That was before you caught up with us,” Hirin explained, patting her hand. She still looked troubled and pale. “Could he have—I don't know—injected you with something to make you trackable somehow?”

I hadn't thought of that possibility before, but then I remembered my “entity.” “I don't think that would be very useful. I'm almost always on one of the wire-blocked decks.”

“So where was he on the ship?” Maja asked.

I waved a hand. “Pfft. Everywhere, I guess. Well, no, that's not true. I came out into the corridor as he got to this deck. We had to assume he got in through the airlock on the engineering deck. He could have been in any of the cargo pods, and anywhere on Engineering. I don't think he got anywhere on this level before he ran into me. Or I ran into him.” I grimaced, remembering.

Hirin stood up. “He could easily have planted something on the cargo deck. Did we run any scans after that?”

I shook my head. “I don't think so.”

“Then let's go check.”

I popped the chip out of the reader and put it back in the chipcase, pocketing the whole thing. I wasn't letting it out of my possession until I'd watched everything that was meant for me.

Rei and Baden were on the bridge, and Yuskeya was still there, too. Someone had been to the galley, since they all had empty mugs and a plate specked with crumbs sat on the console next to Baden.

“Didn't I tell you to go and lie down?” I demanded of Yuskeya.

She held up her hands in surrender. “I'm resting. I haven't moved from this chair since you left. Rei and I were just chatting, and we sent Baden to the galley for us.”

“Oh, all right. Next time I'll make it an order.” I turned my attention away from her. “Baden, nothing from Chairman Buig yet?”

“Not a word.”

“Is Viss in Engineering?”

“As far as I know, yes.”

I opened up the comm to the Engineering deck. “All right, then listen up, everyone. We have reason to suspect that the intruder who boarded the ship before we left Earth might have left a tracking device on the cargo deck.”

“He came in through cargo pod Four, Captain,” Viss said. “I got that much from that techrig he had.”

“All right, we'll start there. What do we have for scanners?  It'll probably be minuscule.”

Baden held up his updated datapad. “This will pick up any transmission that would be strong enough to use for tracking. I'd just have to scan for the right frequencies.”

“So that could have been a putra PrimeCorp ship behind us when we jumped for Kiando,” Yuskeya said, already halfway out the door before I could tell her to sit back down. “I'll get the datameds from the First Aid station. The implant bioware could scan for transmissions if I tweak the sensors a little.”

“My datapad's got the same capabilities as Baden's,” Hirin said, following Yuskeya. “He got me a new one when we were on Renata. I'll be right back.”

Diable. I didn't know Hirin had a new datapad. I think I gaped after him a little. The changes in that man just didn't stop.

“I have a new datapad, too,” Maja offered quietly. “I bought it to come on this run. I don't know everything it does yet, but if Baden will show me how, I'll help.”

“And if I shut down the wireblocker on the engineering deck I can scan the cargo deck from the diagnostics station,” said Viss.

“All right. At this rate, I can't imagine not finding it, if it exists. Let's go.”

There didn't seem to be anything for me to do but go along and . . . watch.

 

 

I stood to one side, watching the others move around the half-empty cargo pod in their search. I wasn't sure if I hoped they'd find something, or not.

Yuskeya tired more quickly than she'd expected and came to stand next to me, having handed her scanner over to Maja. “You know, Captain, just going through the Split might have been enough to throw anyone off our trail.”

“Thanks, Yuskeya, but they found Mother somehow,” I said grimly. “If this was how they managed it, I guess I'd rather know.”

I got my wish.

“Got it!”  It was Baden, over in a far corner of the cargo pod. He knelt beside a cargo lockdown slot.

Everyone rushed over. “I can't see the damn thing yet,” he said, “but this reading shouldn't be here. There's nothing else it could be.”

“Let me see.”  Rei knelt near the lockdown slot, tucked a tendril of chestnut hair back from her face, and pressed something just behind her right ear. A bright, slender beam of light emerged from somewhere near her temple and shone wherever she looked.

“Huh,” Baden grunted.

“I knew this implant would be useful someday,” Rei said, not looking up from the search. “Ah-ha!  There it is.”  She ran a fingernail over a spot just under the lip of the lockdown slot and came up with a tiny black and silver circle on her fingertip. It was no bigger than the stud Baden wore in his ear. “Nice.”

I hailed Viss over the comm. “We've got it. I'm bringing it up to you.”

“Excellent, Captain,” he said, “I'll reset the wire blocker, and once it's up here it'll be mute. If I can reprogram it, it might be a handy little thing to have around, don't you think?”

“Good idea,” I agreed. A thought struck me and sent a chill down my back. “Has this thing been transmitting to the PrimeCorp ship ever since we left the planet? Do they already know we're here, hiding behind it?”

Viss didn't answer right away, but Baden said, “I doubt it. This type of signal would get lost really easily once we were inside a planet's atmosphere, to say nothing of all the extra chatter coming from the planet and the ships coming and going—and the Trident is still pretty far out. I don't think they'd have any chance of picking it up.”

“Okej.” I didn't feel entirely safe, but Baden knew his stuff. Anyway, there wasn't much we could do about it now except stop the transmission and hope for the best. We left the cargo pod and climbed back up to Engineering.

I handed the minuscule bug to Viss and Maja said suddenly, “But if PrimeCorp knew their operative had left a beacon on the ship, why did Dores Amadoro try to get me to plant one, too?”

“What?” Hirin exclaimed, frowning. He put his hands on his hips. “Seems like I haven’t heard all of this story.”

The others, who didn't know about the way Amadoro had conned Maja either, stared at her uncomprehendingly.

I held up my hands. “Sorry, Hirin, you were out of the loop on that one. We’ll fill you in as soon as we’re done here.”

He didn’t look entirely happy about that, but he nodded. I thought about Maja’s question

“Because Amadoro wouldn't have known if this beacon was in place or not. All she—or she and Sedmamin—knew then was that the virus trick had failed, and the op hadn't come back from the mission. If they couldn't stop me from leaving, they at least wanted to be able to track me.”

In a display of unusual tact, none of the others asked for details. Rei looked a query at me, but I shook my head a little and she seemed to accept that.

Viss said, “The tracker probably wasn't set to start signalling until we made the first skip out of Earthspace, to minimize the chances of it being found.”

“So when Amadoro learned that you were coming after us—”

“She thought she could set up some 'insurance,'” Maja finished bitterly.

I squeezed her arm. “Stop worrying about it. We've put that behind us, right?”

She nodded. “What do you mean, 'virus trick'?”

“That was before we left Earth, too. Chairman Sedmamin sent me a notebug infected with a virus in an attempt to get me in to PrimeCorp for some 'discussion.' It didn't affect me in the way he'd hoped, so I guess that's when he sent the operative to break in.”

“How did you know he came from PrimeCorp?” Maja asked.

“Well—we don't, not for sure,” I said. “He didn't have any identification, not even an ID chip. But he did try to get blood or something from me. Makes sense that he was from PrimeCorp.”

“Too bad you can't prove it,” she said. “If you had actual proof of some of the things they've done to you, maybe you could make them stop.”

I stared at her. “But it's . . . PrimeCorp,” I said. “We wouldn't stand a chance against them. Anything we said—they'd find a way to bury it, or make it go away. Buy people off.” I shook my head. “They're just too big.”

Maja cocked her head at me, considering. “It's PrimeCorp, yes. But maybe they're bigger in your mind because you've spent so much time feeling attacked by them. They can't be free to act completely outside the law. Surely they can't be so big that in all of Nearspace, we couldn't find enough allies to move against them.”

“She's right,” Baden said, leaning back against one of the Engineering consoles and crossing his arms. Viss cleared his throat and Baden stood up straight again. “I mean, you seem to have found one in Chairman Buig. PrimeCorp might think he'll accommodate them, but he's under no real obligation to. Duntmindi Corp has its own sovereignty rights on its own planets.”

“And its own legal rights and justice system,” Hirin added slowly. “The things that happened on Earth and on Rhea—they're both PrimeCorp-controlled planets. I wouldn't think you'd have much luck there. But if you could manage to bring charges here . . .”

Yuskeya snapped her fingers. “The pirate attack! That happened in open Nearspace, not on any planet, which means you can bring the charges on any planet with an ambassador in the Administrative Council.”

My mind was whirling. “But we don't have much evidence from that. A techrig and a weapon. Maybe a bit of DNA or a fingerprint, if we could recover it from the weapon. And we'd have to be able to link that stuff to PrimeCorp.”

“Yes, but if you start the proceedings here, you can bring in the other incidents as well,” Yuskeya said. She'd sat down at one of the auxiliary engineering consoles, but she leaned forward in the skimchair, eyes bright. Viss didn't seem to mind her sitting there. “You'd have to prove that they were all related, but you could build the body of evidence for everything at once.”

“And maybe you don't even have to win,” Rei said thoughtfully. “If it even looks like you have a chance of winning, you may be able to get PrimeCorp to negotiate, or at least leave you and your mother alone.”

An ally in Chairman Buig, I thought suddenly. An ally who had access to the Nearspace Database, and might be willing to access it on our behalf.

“I need to think,” I said. Which meant I needed to pace. I opened the bulkhead leading from the Engineering station to the long corridor between the fuel storage cells, where so recently we had raced in response to the pirate attack on Cargo Pod One. Before I stepped inside, I said, “Maja, take your father up to the galley and fix him a double caff while you explain about Dores Amadoro, would you? He’s a patient man, but he has his limits.”

Maja didn’t look like she relished the idea of telling that story again, but she nodded and took Hirin’s arm. I wasn’t too worried about how he’d react. If I’d forgiven Maja, I knew he would, too. But I had to let them handle this one themselves. I had too many other things to think about. I stepped through the bulkhead and pulled the door shut behind me, signalling my need for a few minutes alone, and stalked down the corridor. I used the easy rhythm of my feet on the decking to shuffle my thoughts into order.

What evidence did we have against PrimeCorp, if I stacked it all up together? We had a photo of the dead intruder, which might be enough to provisionally identify him. It wouldn't be enough on its own to do much damage to PrimeCorp, but if he were identified, then we'd know if he could be linked to PrimeCorp. His techrig might not be much use, since Viss had taken it apart, put it back together, and used it since then. Body of evidence, Yuskeya had said. I wished again, mightily, that we still had the body, but put that thought aside for now.

I had Alin Sedmamin's notebug message about the virus. I had the names of the thugs who had kidnapped me on Rhea, and I had the techrig, weapon, and if I was lucky, some DNA or a fingerprint from one of the pirates.

I reached the end of the corridor and turned, then slumped back against the wall as another thought hit me. There was also the illegal tech cargo that the pirates hadn't managed to get, which we—or Viss, anyway—had delivered to the Protectorate agents on Kiando. That meant they now had hard evidence of PrimeCorp's manufacture of illegal tech. If they'd help us. If they could do so without jeopardizing their own case against PrimeCorp, and the things Lanar had hinted at so obliquely. I couldn't say anything to the others about that yet. I needed to talk to Lanar—securely—and find out what the Protectorate could do to help.

I leaned my head back against the cool metal wall of the corridor, letting its solid bulk comfort me. The ship always had a way of doing that. Maybe the evidence wasn't much, even taken all together. It didn't tell me where Mother was now or why she'd disappeared as suddenly as I'd found her. But at least it gave me something to do.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen
Souvenirs and Circles

 

 

 

 

 

I hurried back towards Engineering. It said a lot about how well the rest of them understood me that none of them had followed me into the corridor or moved from the spot. Only Hirin and Maja had gone.

“Baden,” I said, as soon as I was within earshot. “Do you think I could talk with the Chairman for a few minutes, and send him some data packets, without jeopardizing our situation with that PrimeCorp ship?

Baden pursed his lips. “I think so. I'll make it as narrowband as I can; the quality might suffer a bit, but the ship should still be far enough out that they wouldn't pick it up. There's lots of that other chatter I mentioned down here to mask it, and they shouldn't even be looking for us out here. If they pick us up at all, they'd likely think we were still on the planet.”

“Okej.” I outlined what I'd been thinking. “If he'll help us, I'll send him the photo of the intruder, the names of the kidnappers, and anything we might get off that pirate's belongings. If Buig can identify any of them and link them to PrimeCorp, we'll have something to start with.”

“We can do even a little better than that,” Rei said suddenly. “Wait right here.”

Without another word she swarmed up the ladder to the upper deck. Everyone looked at me, but I shrugged.

She was back inside a minute, swinging something small and soft and black from her hand, and she tossed it to me, carefully, as she passed. “I'll bet you can get a better identification of the intruder with some of his skin cells, and maybe a hair or two . . .”  She dropped into one of the skimchairs and let it spin her around, looking extremely pleased with herself.

I picked it up. It was the intruder's mask.

“How?”

Rei tilted her head to one side and grinned. “Souvenir,” she said. “I thought it would be a good one. I had it in the secret locker in my room so it wouldn't be out in plain sight if anyone came asking about the man. I kept it after we took it off him that night. Didn't think he'd miss the warmth. No-one else has had it on, so anything in there belongs to him.”

I hugged her. “Remind me never to call your souvenir habit crazy again.”

She pulled back. “You think my souvenirs are crazy?” But there was a smile in her eyes.

“Okay, folks,” I said. “Here's what we're going to do. Yuskeya, if you're feeling up to it, would you try to extract some information from this mask and the pirate's belongings, and package the results to send to Chairman Buig? Ask Dr. Ndasa to help you. I'll go and retrieve that message from Sedmamin about the virus. Viss, you took the photo of the intruder, would you send a copy to Baden? And Baden, you can cobble all of this together, make it as small as you can, and get it ready for me to narrowband down to the Chairman after I've spoken to him.”

A chorus of ayes met my requests, and I led the way up the hatchway ladder. Yuskeya said she'd need about half an hour, and I headed to my quarters to call up Sedmamin's nasty message from the notebug. I settled at my desk and  tried to load it, the one where he'd admitted that there had been a virus in my notebug message. I should have realized he wouldn't be that sloppy, though. The message was a corrupted mess of gibberish, obviously set to self-destruct after it had been read. I made several attempts to rebuild or decrypt it with some filters I’d gotten from Lanar, but it was no use. I wondered briefly if Baden could make anything of it with his superior techrig. Somehow I doubted it. Sedmamin was a master when it came to covering his tracks. Maybe we wouldn't need it anyway.

A knock at my door took my attention from the screen, and I crossed the room to answer it. It was Maja, and she looked pensive.

“May I come in?”

I nodded and pushed the door open, stepping inside and holding it for her to follow me. “Of course. How did it go with your father?”

“Oh, fine,” she said absently. “He’s more angry at Amadoro than he is at me.”

She crossed the room, looking around as if she'd never seen it before, and sat down in my big armchair. She stared across at the wall, saying nothing, as if she were searching for a way to begin. Her fingers drummed a nervous staccato rhythm on the arm of the chair.

I sat on the bed and waited. She obviously hadn’t come here because of Hirin.

“I didn't know you'd been attacked,” she said finally. “Besides what happened to us on Rhea.”

I shrugged. “Well, like your father said, it was before we left Earth. It wasn't a big deal.”

She stared at the wall above my bed, not meeting my eyes. “But . . .twice? I think it was. Is. A big deal.” She met my eyes, her blue ones thoughtful. “And the things Emmage said in that vid . . .it all makes me realize that I never really listened when you tried to explain why things were the way they were.”

I raised my eyebrows and half-smiled at her. “I noticed.”

Maja stood, walked around the chair slowly, running her manicured fingers gently over the soft woven fabric. “All I could see was that it wasn't fair. I always seemed to be on the outside. You and Dad and Karro, even Uncle Lanar—you all loved space so much. I hated it. Never staying in one place, living on a far trader. You all thought it was so exciting. For me, it was just . . . unsettled.”

“It isn't the life for everyone. I suppose I didn't pay enough attention to what you wanted. But there was always PrimeCorp to think about—”

“I understand that now.” She sighed. “I just thought it was a stupid excuse then. I stayed angry about that for a long time. PrimeCorp never seemed like such a threat to me. Then it started to be obvious that you hadn't passed on whatever was keeping you young. I hated you for that, too—and you wouldn't cooperate with PrimeCorp to find out about it. And later,” she went on, as if she were determined to make a full confession, “when Dad got sick. That was your fault, too, as far as I was concerned. And then I couldn't forgive you for putting him in that facility and leaving.”

“Maja, I—”

“No, no, you don't have to say anything. I understand. Now I do, at least. Then when Taso and I . . . he went off with someone else.” She smiled wryly. “She was much younger. And even though it didn't make any sense, I blamed you.”

“Honey, I'm sorry.” I didn't know what else to say.

She shook her head. “It doesn't matter now. Really. It was just one thing after another, all our lives, and now I see that I always got it wrong.”

“I wouldn't say you always got it wrong.”  I looked up at the viewport, at the incomprehensibly vast expanse of stars beyond it. I'd thought of the whole thing as my home, never understanding that Maja needed something else. Never paying enough attention, I realized. “I spent a lot of time when I was younger being angry with my mother, too. It took time, and learning to understand the situation, before I could see her reasons for acting the way she did.”

She stared at the fabric of the chair, lightly tracing the design. “I think I should have been able to find that clarity sooner.”

“I didn't make it any easier for you to do that. It wasn't exactly a normal life.”

“No, it wasn't,” she agreed, almost smiling. “But that's no excuse.” She'd circled the chair and sat down again, leaning her arms on her knees. She looked forlorn, her blonde hair tumbling over her eyes like it had when she was a little girl. “These last few weeks, being here on the ship, I started seeing things differently, even though I didn't realize what was happening. Then when I saw you finding out things even you hadn't known, from Emmage—I'm afraid I can't call her 'Grandmother' yet—it came into focus. And knowing that there was real danger from PrimeCorp . . . I can't blame her, either . . .”  She sighed. “I'm not quite sure what I'm trying to say.”

I knelt down and put my arms around her. “That you don't hate me?”

She laughed a little at that, or maybe it was a sob, but at any rate, she hugged me back. “That's it, Mother. I don't hate you.”

“That's good to know, Maja.”  I smiled. “I don't hate you, either.”

 

 

I told Maja that Rei would fill her and Hirin in on what we were planning and she left then. I looked at the time; Yuskeya wouldn't have things ready yet. I was intensely aware of the chipcase in my pocket, and the unwatched messages from my mother waiting for me to view them. I hesitated only a moment before I pulled out the L/L chip, slotted it into the reader, and touched the second vid file to start it.

The background had changed from the last vid; Mother was obviously in a different place, although it was impossible to tell how much time had passed between the last message and this one. Her hair was swept into one long auburn plait and hung over one shoulder. She wore a baggy, loosely-knit sweater in shades of green and blue. A bank of bookshelves covered the wall behind her, but I couldn't make out any of the titles.

Mother smiled, a bit tentatively, it seemed. I've been wondering what you both may be thinking about my decisions and actions from an ethical standpoint, she began. We—most of us, anyway—felt that we had a moral right to decide how our research would be used, if not a legal one. In the end, I alone took the action, and the responsibility, of removing the data. But that was seventy-five years ago. You probably wonder why I've worked so hard to keep it secret for so long.

She took a deep breath. You may be thinking that even if they made untold billions from the product, at least PrimeCorp would have made it available. That there are thousands upon thousands of people who've died in that time, who would still be alive today if they'd had the bioscavengers.

I can't even count the number of nights I've lain awake and thought about that. Mother's voice was weary, those little lines around her eyes more pronounced. I hunted for ways I could safely get in touch with you, Luta, when Maja and Karro were young, so that I could offer you the choice for them. But I knew they would be monitoring you, watching. I had to consider both the benefits and the risks. If PrimeCorp had this data, it would effectively rule the entirety of Nearspace. I think I did the right thing; look how they've exploited their monopoly on the rejuv market with Vigor-Us. If PrimeCorp could offer virtual immortality, every government in Nearspace would be under its thumb. I simply couldn't take the chance. I was afraid of the kind of society I might be creating if I let it happen. No single corporation should have that much power.

Even the alien governments, the Vilisians on Damir, and the Lobors, would have come under PrimeCorp's sway. We had samples of Vilisian and Lobor DNA even then, and some researchers were working on modifying first- and second-generation bioscavengers to work for the alien races, too. We share a certain amount of basic biology. It would only have been a matter of time before they had a prototype that would work against alien aging, too.

Mother took a drink from a delicate china teacup that sat on the table or desk next to her. Graceful tree branches wound around the sides of the cup and the curving handle echoed their shape. I did wonder if some other company would come up with the same data at some point, she continued, or with a similar product. I always felt that in the event another company developed a self-replicating bioscavenger, I'd send everything back to PrimeCorp and let them go to it, or maybe leak the data on the public nets, because at least then there'd be competition. No one would have sole control of human aging. However, I felt that the possibility of that happening was unlikely, for two reasons.

One was the breakthrough I mentioned. Like the discovery of penicillin at the beginning of the twentieth century, or the Krasnikov matter we depend on for wormhole travel, our breakthrough was something of an accident. We wanted nanobioscavengers that would not only deal with disease, trauma, and aging, but that would be self-replicating as well. The self-replication was the roadblock. And then—I suppose you could call it a twist of fate. Those Vilisian DNA samples?  One of them got into a human culture by accident. We never did know how it happened—probably just a tech not following proper lab procedures. But when it combined with the proteins we were growing in the culture—she sat back and snapped her fingers. There it was. The key to the self-replication problem.

Mother glanced off-camera, and the image froze. The end of the vid.

I sat back in my chair. Vilisian DNA was the key to mother's breakthrough research? I never would have guessed that. And, I supposed, neither had anyone else, since the research had apparently never been duplicated.

Unless it had now, by Dr. Ndasa and Schulyer Corp. I wondered if the revelation would come as news to him.

I looked at the chipcase lying open on my desk. Two more chips, which might hold the keys to Mother's research. Or more evidence against PrimeCorp. Somehow I doubted they'd be protected by the same password as this chip.

I was about to watch the third vid on the L/L chip when Yuskeya commed me. “Captain, Baden and I have this data ready to send.”

“Be right there.” I put the chips away again. It was more important right now to get this data to Gusain Buig—if he would agree to help us.

I made my way to the bridge, and found everyone but Dr. Ndasa waiting for me there. I assumed the Vilisian was still in his former quarters, probably unsure of his status aboard the ship now. I'd have to go and speak with him later.

“How close is the Trident now?” I asked.

“Still a ways out,” Yuskeya answered.

“I guess we'll chance it,” I said.

“Did you get the message from Sedmamin?” Baden asked. “I didn't see it come through to me.”

I shook my head. “No, it self-destructed. We'll have to forget about that for now and concentrate on what we do have. Go ahead and open a narrowband transmission to the Chairman for me.”

When the Chairman came onscreen, he shook his head. He looked as haggard as I felt. “No word on your mother, Captain, I'm afraid. And the PrimeCorp ship isn't here yet, either.”

“I'm sorry to bother you, Chairman, but I have a favour—another favour, I suppose I should say—to ask of you.”

If he was annoyed at my temerity, he didn't show it, at least. “If I can help you, I will,” he said graciously.

“Chairman, in the past few weeks, while we travelled here, there have been a number of illegal attacks on both my ship and my person. We've managed to retrieve some clues to the identities of the perpetrators—photos and DNA samples, but there are some planets where we suspect we wouldn't get far with any complaints.”

The chairman raised his eyebrows. “Planetary Statute crimes?”

“And Primary Statute,” I said, “piracy being one of them. And I suspect that they were committed by order of someone at PrimeCorp.”

Now he frowned. “Those are serious accusations, Captain.”

I nodded. “I agree. And I don't make them lightly. But the first thing I need to do is ascertain that the perpetrators did, in fact, have some link to PrimeCorp. And to do that, I need to know their identities.”

“And that's where I come in,” he said. “You need access to the Nearspace Worlds Database.”

I held up a hand. “No, I'm not asking for access. I don't want to compromise you. But if you had the data, and could access the database yourself—well, any information you could pass along to me would be much appreciated.”

He looked at me hard for the space of a few heartbeats, and I thought he might be wishing I were there in person so he could read me better. I didn't know what Mother had told him about me, but it must have been good because finally he said, “Captain Paixon, I would be happy to assist you. But the PrimeCorp cruiser is getting closer. Can you send me the data right away?”

“It's coming now,” I said, and nodded to Baden. “We'll go back to radio silence until the Trident docks. If you know anything by then, you can send it along with that message. Thank you very much for your help, Chairman.”

He smiled. “If it will help keep your mother out of PrimeCorp's clutches, that will be thanks enough,” he said, and broke the connection.

I spent a few minutes watching Kiando whirl slowly below us, colours blurring and shifting beneath the clouds that wreathed the planet. Its hypnotic effect eventually made me realize just how long it was since I'd had any sleep. Everyone else must be feeling the same way, I thought guiltily, but no-one's said a word.

“I think everyone should get some rest,” I said. “We have to stand a watch, but share it up, and get some sleep. That's what I'm going to do.”

Rei, Viss, and Baden worked out a schedule to take the watch while we waited to hear from the Chairman, with promises to wake me if the PrimeCorp ship landed on Kiando or anything else of interest happened. Yuskeya demanded to take her fair share, but the others voted her down and she agreed, grudgingly, that she might have had a slightly more difficult night than the rest of them.

Hirin left the bridge with me and stopped outside my door. “Feel like some company?” he asked, and I was glad to curl up next to him.

“Luta?” he whispered, after we'd lain silent in the darkness for a few minutes.

“What?”

“Your mother—you found her once. You will again, I'm sure of it. And at least you got to see her.”

He lay pressed against my back, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “You always said I would.”

“I'm glad I was here for it.”  He reached up to stroke my cheek. His skin was warmer now, not as fragile-feeling. “Since . . . since the transfusion. I've been feeling so much better.”

I rolled over to face him. His face was half in shadow, but I knew every line and plane. “I know. I think it worked. It's another reason I want to find Mother again—to ask her about the whole thing. But I think if Dr. Ndasa ran a scan on you now, the virus would be gone.”

He nodded slightly. “I think so, too. I haven't felt this good in . . . well, in years. Thank you. If you hadn't thought of the transfusion . . .”

“I'm just glad it worked,” I whispered. “It's been wonderful, having you here with me, especially now.”

I sensed, more than saw, his grin in the darkness. “A useless old man like me?  That's a pretty big compliment.”

“Useless?  Never,” I said with a chuckle. “And honestly . . . you don't even seem as old anymore. The way you walk, the way you talk. You stand straighter. Your voice is stronger.”

“Would you believe that my hair is starting to grow in a little darker?” he said wonderingly. “And my hearing is sharper. I'm sure of it.”

My eyes filled with tears suddenly. It seemed as though whatever worked its age-defying magic in me was also toiling in Hirin, regaining at least some of what time and illness had taken away from him.

“I wish I'd thought of it years ago.”  I brushed away a tear with my fingertip. “You wouldn't have had to go through—”

“Stop.”  He put two fingers gently on my lips. “It never occurred to me, either. We just didn't understand what was happening . . . or at least we hadn't made as many educated guesses. It doesn't matter. What matters is now.”

I nodded, his fingers still on my mouth. I kissed them.

“Luta,” he whispered again. “I think I could . . . I wonder if we—”

I pushed his hand out of the way then and kissed him full on the mouth, stopping his question with my answer. Hirin's virus had virtually erased the sexual element of our relationship years ago, and although we made the best of it, we'd both missed the closeness. I'd noticed a tension building between us ever since the transfusion, noticed it without thinking about what it could mean. It was like slipping back into comfortable clothes that you haven't worn in a long time, the way we'd begun to banter again, to touch casually. I'd wondered if we might rekindle this aspect of our relationship, or if it was just wishful thinking.

It wasn't. Whatever was working on Hirin, I found out for sure that night, was doing a damn good and thorough job.

 


 

 

Chapter Eighteen
Hunters, Hunting, and Prey Both Dead and Alive

 

 

 

 

 

Baden's voice woke me over the ship's comm a few hours later. His voice was low, as if he hated to wake me. “Captain?”

I touched my biochip implant and said, “I'm here, Baden. What's up?”

“Message request just came in from Chairman Buig. The Trident will be docking at the Ando City spaceport soon, and he wants to talk to you about the data we sent him.”

“Be there in ten,” I said, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. I couldn't say I felt truly rested, but I did feel better. Hirin was still asleep and I didn't wake him. Goodness knew he must be tired out. I quickly and quietly pulled on the one shipsuit I owned, dashed some water on my face, and scooted down to the bridge. Baden was alone there, and the ping from Chairman Buig was waiting on my screen.

“We'll be watching for the first opportunity to slip away from Kiando,” I said to Baden. “You might want to wake Viss and make sure everything's set to go in Engineering. With luck, what Chairman Buig has to tell me will help us decide exactly where we want to go.” I pinged him back and his image filled my screen.

“This will have to be brief,” he said, sounding apologetic. “I'll have to put in an appearance and talk to someone from the PrimeCorp ship in person any minute.”

I knew he would already have said something if it was warranted, but I had to ask. “No word from Demmar?”

He shook his head. “No, but I won't stop looking. I'll make a big show of searching for her for PrimeCorp, but the real hunt will be much more discreet. Don't want PrimeCorp to know if I actually do find her.”

“Did you have any luck with the data we sent you?”

“I'd say so,” he said. The data appeared on the screen, along with a full head shot of a face I recognized, although it had been dead by the time I'd seen it. It was definitely the intruder. I'd recognize the thin scar that curved along his jawline, if nothing else.

Chairman Buig summed up what the screen was showing me. “Oleg Borrano. He's been in PrimeCorp's employ for the past number of years. Security division, PrimeCorp Main. That is still listed as his current employment, and he has a top security clearance there.”

The display switched to show three faces, each with its own personal data. I recognized my three captors from the warehouse on Rhea. “The three names you gave me, Sylvana Kirsch, Ben D'Epiro, and Anshum Chieng—they all also work for PrimeCorp Security, although not at the same clearance level as Borrano.”

“Thanks, Chairman, that's all pretty much what I expected. Any luck with the DNA?”

He chuckled. “That took a little more work, but luckily, I have a few people around here who are good at that sort of thing. That DNA sample belongs to one Nikolai Cavan, who doesn't seem to have any employment record with PrimeCorp. In fact, he doesn't have much of an employment record at all, although he's worked from time to time as a general crewman on various traders and mining ships.” He must have seen the disappointment on my face, because he went on. “However, the techrig he was carrying—well, I've also got a couple of folks here who are what I might call 'techdogs.'”

I smiled. “I know one or two of those myself. They're handy to have around.”

He nodded. “They tell me this rig is a highly modified version—illegal modifications—of a piece of technology Ginteno Tech was making before PrimeCorp took them over. The mods look like mass-production, not things someone hacked together in their workshop. The opinion is that they would raise some eyebrows with the Protectorate and the Administrative Council.”

“So there's a link to PrimeCorp there, as well,” I said. “Chairman, if I wanted to pursue legal action on these matters, could I get leave to do it on Kiando?”

“You could certainly file a complaint here regarding the pirate attack,” Buig said, “and bring the other matters in under that umbrella. Do you have further evidence besides what you've given me?'

“All of us who have been involved would give statements, and testify—whatever was necessary,” I said. “We don't have much else in the way of hard evidence, I suppose.”

He considered. “Well, it's enough to begin proceedings . . . but you only have your story regarding how you came by any of this information you sent me. To tell you the truth, a good advocate could probably poke holes in that pretty quickly—and PrimeCorp is going to have good advocates if you bring an action against them.”

I nodded. “That's what I thought. I'll let you know what I decide, Chairman, and thanks for your help. We're going to take the first opportunity to leave without attracting attention. I want to speak to my brother; he's an admiral in the Protectorate. And I'd rather PrimeCorp didn't know I'm going looking for him.”

“I'll get word to you if anything changes,” he said. “I hope we'll speak again soon, Captain. And if you find Demmar before I do, tell her—tell her I look forward to her return, would you?”

“Will do.”

I shut down the commscreen and turned to Baden. “Okay, it's time to scramble. Did you get Viss?”

“He's already down there.”

“I want to be ready to burn for a wormhole as soon as the spaceport is facing away from it. I'll wake Rei—”

“Don't bother,” she said, coming onto the bridge. In deference to Hirin, I suppose, she was wearing her souvenir crimson robe.

“Doesn't anybody sleep around here?” I asked.

“Who could sleep with so much excitement happening?”

“So where are we going, Captain?” Yuskeya asked, coming in, too. Apparently she wasn't going to pay much heed to any of us about getting some rest. Maybe I'd have to get Dr. Ndasa to have a little talk with her.

“That's what I'm trying to decide,” I said. I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair, thinking. “I want to try and reach Lanar. I want to tell him everything that's happened, and I have some videos he needs to see. My best chance of tracking him down is to get to a planet with a Protectorate outpost or find a Protectorate ship—either one will tell me where he's currently deployed.”

Yuskeya nodded. “True.”

I got up and paced around the chair. “Also, I'm thinking about Mother—if she's still on the planet, either hiding out or kidnapped, the Chairman has the best chance of finding her or getting a message from her. I can't do either if I'm trying to avoid PrimeCorp myself. However, if she's off-planet, then I'm the one she's likely to try and get a message to if she can, so that's another reason I should get away from here and out where we don't have to keep the communications locked down.”

“Good thinking,” Rei said.

I stopped walking. “And the other thing I want to do is skip into Keridre/Gerdrice and see if we can't find our missing cargo crate with the intruder's body inside.”

“You think we need that for the case against PrimeCorp?” Yuskeya asked. “We do have his DNA, thanks to Rei.”

“I know, but the Chairman is right—PrimeCorp will just say we could have gotten that anywhere. If we have the body, too, it's better proof that he was here, on the ship, and that our story is true. It's been frozen all this time, so they can do whatever forensic tests they like on it. And it's evidence that he was operating without an ID biochip. It's got to help our case.”

Yuskeya nodded. “You could be right. And with the homing beacon and knowing where the pinhole exits, we should be able to find it.”

I took my seat again. “So, knowing all that, where should we go?”

“Well, we don't know about your Mother—so other than getting out of this system, her whereabouts don't influence where we go,” Rei said.

“The last place you knew your brother was heading was Beta Comae Berenices, right?” Yuskeya asked, calling up the wormhole map on the big screen.

“Right.”

“So we can make one wormhole skip right into Beta Comae. There's a Protectorate outpost on Jertenda there, and then we're only one more short skip to K/G, to see if we can find the cargo crate,” Yuskeya said. She smiled. “Sounds like a no-brainer to me.”

“Okay,” I said. “As soon as we're in an optimal position to burn for the wormhole to Beta Comae, we'll do it. Might as well wake Maja and Dr. Ndasa and let them know what's going on.”

I left the bridge and headed back to my quarters. Hirin was awake when I opened the door and patted the bed beside him. “You still look tired,” he said with a grin. “You should come back to bed.”

“Ha ha,” I said, leaning down to kiss him, but dancing away when he tried to pull me down next to him. “I don't know how much time we have before we break for the wormhole out of this system, and I want to watch the last video from Mother.”

I explained my plan to catch up with Lanar and try to find the intruder's body while I got out the chip and inserted it.

“Well,” he said, “for an old lady you aren't too senile. That's brilliant!”

I blew another kiss over my shoulder toward him. “Gosh, you'll turn my head with compliments like that. I don't know if it's brilliant, but it's a chance. All I can do is try.”

“All we can do, Luta. You're not alone in this.”

I reached over and squeezed his hand. “I know. The idea just takes some getting used to again. Now, do you want to watch this with me?”

He did, and I touched the screen to play the video.

Mother was back in a tiny, unassuming stateroom, likely on another of the big starliners that ferried people around Nearspace. This one had at least made a nod to décor, and a wall holo behind her displayed slowly morphing images of soothing Erian landscapes. She'd dyed her hair dark brown, covering up its signature bright auburn, and it made her look older.

I do want you both to understand why I've done the things I've done, Luta and Lanar, she began. I had to test the bioscavengers on someone, and it seemed only fair that it be me. Once I knew they worked, and I had started to suspect that PrimeCorp wasn't going to play fair with them, I couldn't live with myself until I'd shared them with both of you. Few parents want to outlive their children, and I especially wouldn't have been able to stand it knowing I'd engineered my own longevity. I'd have treated your father, too, but he didn't want it. I've never quite understood why.

And when your father died—you were probably angry that I didn't come to the funeral. I was there—in a way. I sent a good friend with a hidden recorder. But I also knew that PrimeCorp would be watching, expecting me to turn up. And it was so hard—knowing I could have saved him, if he'd let me . . .

Her eyes brimmed and she blinked quickly, denying the tears. I felt guilty. I had been angry, for a long time. Until I'd figured out what her reasons probably were. That's one thing about living on a far trader—lots of time to think.

She went on. The generation of bioscavengers you both have should keep on self-replicating without errors for at least another ten years or so, but there is a new generation I've produced that's—well, they should last pretty much indefinitely. I did plan to contact you both sometime in the next couple of years and offer them to you. If something has happened to me, all the instructions for producing them are on the chip marked NB2897, which should be in the chipcase with this one. The password is the sum of your two birthdays, plus the ages you were when we first left Earth, written in standard format. You'll have to decide yourselves if or how to go about that.

She leaned back in her chair, which squeaked in protest, and stared at the space above the camera as if gathering her thoughts.

My own mind was whirling at what she'd said. Indefinitely. That meant, barring accidents, I was, or could be . . . functionally immortal.

An idea like that takes some getting used to. I was quiet, too, while Mother composed her thoughts on the screen. I felt Hirin take my hand.

“Wow,” was all he said, and then Mother was speaking again.

There are many things to consider if the choice has come to you. When I started this project I thought it was important, the best thing we could do for humankind. I sacrificed so much because I didn't want it to come at the price of putting us all at the mercy of PrimeCorp or one of the other corporations. All these years I've kept working at it, hoping the day would come when we could distribute it freely. But sometimes when I think about it, it seems like the worst idea in the world.

On the one hand, we could accomplish so much more if we had more time, longer lives. So much misery could be avoided if there were no death. We would have limitless capacity for joy, for discovery, for loving.

Hirin squeezed my hand again, and I squeezed back.

Mother shifted forward in her chair. Then I consider the other side. The necessity to keep expanding, to find room for all of us to live. The wars and disagreements that might never end because death doesn't hand the problem over to a new generation. The endless ways greedy power-seekers will invent to oppress others if they have all the time in the universe to think about it and implement their plans. How much longer it will take for views and attitudes to change if there's no dying-out of a generation. I don't know. Maybe it would be a disaster.

She paused again and I considered that. What would Alin Sedmamin do with endless years in which to scheme and plan?  Would he eventually get bored with money and power and turn to philanthropy? I doubted it. You don't know how a couple hundred years could change a person, but they'd probably only reinforce character traits, whether good or bad.

And what would my future hold if I got my bioscavengers refreshed from my mother's bag of nanotechnological tricks? I couldn't imagine running a far trader forever, however much I might enjoy it now. And even if I could share them with my family, would it be the same for them? I had quite a head start in the non-aging department. Maybe I'd still have to face losing Hirin someday and spending forever without him. Maybe Maja and Karro, too. I'd thought it might be a possibility before, but I hadn't let myself consider the ramifications because I hadn't known. I could have been programmed to drop dead on my ninetieth birthday, for all I knew before. It wasn't worth worrying about. Now it was different. Now I knew.

Or did I?  With an infinite future lay infinite possibilities. It would be the same for all people. Perhaps that was how it should be.

Mother spoke again. At any rate, there's one major reason why I haven't been forced to make a decision about whether to release the data—industrial espionage. No-one else has arrived at a workable prototype because PrimeCorp has agents in its major competitors—Schulyer, Genusana, AriAndas. They steal data, they subtly sabotage experiments, they do whatever it takes to make sure that PrimeCorp is going to be the corporation that wins this race.

I glanced at Hirin and he raised his eyebrows, as incredulous as I was. I whispered, “How would they be able to manage an operation like that without someone figuring it out? Wouldn't someone get suspicious eventually, if none of their research ever worked out?”

Hirin nodded. “You'd think so, eventually. But isn't that exactly why Dr. Ndasa said he came out to find your mother? So maybe PrimeCorp's luck is running out.”

You're probably thinking, Mother continued, that with all of that stolen data at their disposal, along with their own legitimate work, PrimeCorp would have made more headway by now. It's true. But PrimeCorp has one little flaw.

Hirin snorted. “Only one?  I doubt it.”

I shushed him.

Hubris, Mother said, one side of her mouth twisting up a wry smile. They've never stopped to think that any game they can play, someone else can, too. I've managed to retain a little influence on what goes on at their facilities. Let me explain—and confess, I suppose.

None of my colleagues were happy about what PrimeCorp planned to do, when we found out about it; and, well, most of us were friends. There was no question that the original research was mine. Most of them would have had moral scruples about using my ideas without my permission. Almost all of them left PrimeCorp just after I did. I stayed in touch with them—in roundabout ways—from time to time, to make sure we remained friendly. There was one who would eventually have gone along with PrimeCorp, but he had—gaps, let us say, in his ethical makeup. And with what he knew, he probably could have helped others duplicate the research.

But—one of those ethical gaps had allowed him to have an affair with one of the PrimeCorp executives' wives . . . an affair that involved some very embarrassing appetites. After I left, I contacted him and threatened to make it public if he ever used my research. I had holos to prove it. Very nasty and explicit holos that I had lifted from his datapad before I left, and I sent him one—just one—when I contacted him. He died a number of years ago, and he'd never worked in anti-aging research again.

You might call it blackmail, she said, but I thought of it as firm persuasion. After all, I didn't want anything from him. I just wanted him to do the honourable thing.

At any rate,  almost my entire team left the corporation, but a few stayed on, claiming that their loyalty was to PrimeCorp, and that they'd keep working on the research, even though I'd taken the data. She paused. I don't know if PrimeCorp really trusted them at first, but I guess in the end they were convinced. It wasn't entirely for show. My colleagues did some good work there on the Vigor-Us program. They were the ones who found out when PrimeCorp put moles in the other corporations and started stealing data, and they contacted me through a communication route we'd set up when I left. We decided the best thing to do was to quietly make sure that other research fell through. And as they aged, they carefully recruited people to take their places.

I felt a little awed. PrimeCorp was the most powerful of the megacorporations, but she had managed to secretly manipulate them from the inside. And then a realization struck me.

It was like she read my mind, because she leaned toward the screen and said, Yes. I set up a secret way to communicate with the colleagues I left behind—but not with my family. Her face showed a sadness so deep I could almost feel it through the screen. When I left PrimeCorp, I didn't think we'd be on the run forever. And I wanted a way to keep up on what they were doing, keep tabs on them, and on my colleagues, to make sure they stayed loyal. Years later, by the time I left you and your father, though . . .  she drew a deep breath and blew it out. I knew how tenacious PrimeCorp was going to be. It seemed like the only way to keep you safe—to make sure you could have a normal life—was to cut our ties completely. All I could think of was keeping you out of it. If they somehow found out you could contact me, it might have made you a target. She shook her head. In hindsight, perhaps I should have done things differently. But I made what seemed the best decision at the time. I'm sorry.

At any rate, my only leverage against PrimeCorp is the evidence from my contacts on the inside. To use that means pulling my people out of there, and once that happens, there's no going back. So I have to be sure that what I have is enough, and that the time is right to do it.

If necessary, you can trigger that. One prearranged, coded message, and they'll get out and take everything with them, and get it to me as quickly as possible. Or to one of you, if they can't contact me. That's what will take the time. It'll be a roundabout route, because I didn't want to put anyone in the position of actually knowing where I was. Safer all around. The message is on the chip marked PC35411, and the password is the sum of your father's and my birthdays plus the year I left you all on Nellera. Please use it if you need to, but not without due consideration.

She leaned back again. Anyway, there it is. My explanations and my sins. As I said, I hope we'll have a chance to talk about it all together sometime. And if not—well, it's in your hands now. I love you both. Good luck. She blew a kiss toward the screen and the image froze.

 


 

 

Chapter Nineteen
Gambles, Mysteries, and Playing the Odds

 

 

 

 

 

“Excuse me, Captain.” Yuskeya's voice came over the comm. “We're ready to try and sneak out of the planet's sensor shadow now. Ando City's going into the shadow on that side and we have a clear run to the wormhole to Beta Comae Berenices.”

I touched my implant. “Start to move whenever you're ready, then. I'll be there in a minute. Thanks.” I didn't get up right away, though.

“That's a lot to process,” Hirin said.

“You're telling me. And I feel guilty seeing these without Lanar.”

Hirin stood, pulled me to my feet as well, and kissed me lightly. “Then let's go find him,” he said.

By the time we reached the bridge everyone else was there, too. Rei had taken over the pilot's console from Yuskeya, who was back in her seat at nav. Maja and Dr. Ndasa stood near the archway into Sensors, talking quietly. The main drive ticked over like a clock, its pulse rumbling through the ship as Kiando fell further and further away behind us.

“Anyone noticing us yet?” I asked as I slid into the chair.

“Would everyone please sit down so I don't have to worry about knocking you over if I have to take evasive action?” Rei asked. Maja and Dr. Ndasa moved to take skimchairs.

“Not yet,” Baden answered me from the comm station. “Only a few short traders have left the planet since we did; they all seem to be headed for Cengare. There's a starliner in orbit getting ready to ship out in a couple of hours, so there's a lot of shuttle traffic between it and the spaceport, but that's it.”

“Let's hope it stays that way. How long to the terminal point?”

“I guess we're a little faster than that bucket PrimeCorp sent,” Viss said with evident satisfaction from the engineering station. “We'll get there almost an hour faster than it took them to come in.”

“So we'll jump to Beta Comae, then take the wormhole there to Keridre/Gerdrice?” asked Maja.

I nodded. “Viss, I know you wanted to have a look at that tracking device we found in the cargo pod, but did you do anything to it yet?”

“Not yet. There hasn't exactly been an opportunity,” he said dryly.

“I know, that's what I was hoping. I wondered if it might be a good idea to drop it somewhere—I don't know, like maybe near a wormhole we don't plan to take, just as a bit of misdirection in case someone comes looking for us?”

He grimaced. “What a waste of a perfectly nice little tracker! I thought we were going to have some fun with it.”

“Well, you might have to sacrifice that in the interests of survival. If it looks like they're trying to follow us, I want to leave it as a red herring.”

“Oh, all right. I'll load it into one of the jettison tubes so it'll be ready.”

“Good thinking. And if we don't need it, I promise you can have it back.”

We managed to burn toward the wormhole, apparently undetected, for almost an hour when Baden let out a yelp.

“Ship just took off from Kiando and it's moving this way at a hell of a pace!”

“What? What is it?” I punched up the sensor readings on my own screen.

“Dio! It's the Trident, but what's she burning? That's not the same power she came in on!”

“Unless she was hiding it,” I said through clenched teeth. “Probably has one of those new burst drives.”

“And at the rate they're going, they'll catch us before we get to the Beta Comae wormhole,” Viss added.

“But we'll be far enough out that the Kiando Planetary Police won't have any jurisdiction,” I said. “We can't call on the Chairman for help.”

“If this was a trap, we played right into it,” Baden said. “And there's a message incoming from the Trident.”

“Put it through,” I said. I composed my face. Whoever was on the bridge of the PrimeCorp ship, I wasn't going to give them the satisfaction of seeing me look worried.

“Captain Paixon? We meet again.” Dores Amadoro's face appeared on my screen. Her blonde hair was secured in a somewhat severe knot behind her head, throwing her sharp features into even stronger relief. She'd traded her sleek PrimeCorp pantsuit for an equally well-fitted corporate shipsuit with a red-embroidered logo on the collar. It was obvious who was in command of the ship chasing us. Whatever attempts at softness she may have made for the environs of PrimeCorp headquarters, she had clearly abandoned them now.

“Good day, Ms. Amadoro,” I said. “Small universe.”

She smiled tightly. “Getting smaller all the time, in some ways. I believe you have something to which I'm legally entitled,” she said.

I shook my head. “I'm sorry, but it will take more than a piece of paper—which you could very well have simply paid for—before I willingly surrender any samples to you.”

Dores Amadoro shook her head and chuckled softly. “Nice try, Captain, but I'm not as interested in your DNA as I am in the origin of it. I'm talking about your mother. She's on your ship, but I intend to exercise my warrant and take her onto mine.”

I leaned back in my chair, and it was my turn to smile. “That's quite a threat. You sound almost like a pirate. Sadly, you're mistaken. My mother isn't on board—as far as I know, she's still on Kiando. So you're wasting your time looking for her here.”

She cocked her head at me. “Oh, yes, of course. And I'm likely to believe that and head back to the planet? You must take me for quite a fool, Captain.”

“What I think of you personally hardly matters. My mother is not on board this ship.”

“I suppose we'll do this the hard way, then, Captain,” she said, and cut the connection.

“Well, they obviously didn't buy Chairman Buig's story,” Hirin said.

“No. And I guess it makes sense to conclude that we'd be trying to get her off the planet.”

“Yeah, if we were stupid,” Viss said. “If we really were trying to get her away, we never would have done it this way.”

“Talk about it later, folks!” Rei said. “What are we doing now? I'm giving it all I've got, but unless Viss has a secret burst drive wired up, they're definitely going to catch us before we make this wormhole.”

“I know, I know. I'm thinking.” I closed my eyes to concentrate. “Yuskeya, put the wormhole route map up on my screen, would you?”

The route map appeared in front of me, showing all the known wormholes and the systems they connected. I could have rhymed them all off without the map, but now I needed to visualize our options.

As soon as I looked at it, the answer was clear.

“We have to go through the Split again.”

 

 

“What?”

“Are you crazy?”

“Not again!”

I didn't know who said what, but I knew that Rei had only drawn her breath sharply and that Hirin stayed silent. Maja's lips were pressed in a thin white line.

“I know it sounds crazy, but I'm looking at it right here in front of me. We're not going to make it to the Beta Comae wormhole, but if we change course now, we should make it to the one for Delta Pavonis. Then we have three options. We can take the wormhole out to K/G, but the Trident will catch us first, and even if they don't, we can't hide where we're headed—they'd come through and see us. We could head towards the wormhole from that system to Beta Comae Berenices—same situation. They'll just chase us from system to system until they catch us—which they will eventually. Even if they find out at that point that Mother's not on board, I'd rather not have them catch us at all.”

“Obviously,” said Viss.

“But, if we skip into Delta Pav and head for the Split into GI 892, we might make the terminal point out again before they're in the Delta Pavonis system, so they won't necessarily know that's where we went, especially if Viss can mask our drive signature or scramble it a little. We can jettison the tracking device in the direction of the wormhole to Beta Comae, which is where they thought we were headed anyway, so they might take that bait. And even if they think we took the Split, they might not have a pilot who'll attempt it. They'll have to go the long way around even if they figure out where we're going. At any rate they won't know where we've headed out of GI 892.”

“And from GI 892 there's another wormhole to K/G anyway,” Yuskeya said. “But PrimeCorp won't necessarily be expecting us to take it. They're much more likely to think we'd head to Eri from there, trying a more roundabout route to Beta Comae to avoid them.”

“Couldn't we do it in reverse?” Maja asked. “Leave the tracker near the Split as a red herring and actually take the other wormhole like we planned?”

“The Split's closer. We can't make it to the other one before they come through. They'd see us. And they're less likely to go through the Split anyway.”

There was silence, then Hirin spoke.

“Luta's right. It's the best chance.”  There was no hesitation in his voice, and I loved him as much in that moment as I had in my entire life. He was the one with more to fear from the Split than any of the rest of us. If he were willing, I knew the others wouldn't balk.

“So, change course for the Delta Pavonis wormhole?” Yuskeya asked.

“Do it,” I said.

“Trident is also changing course,” Baden reported after a moment. He ran his fingers over his touchscreen, gathering data. “They've gained on us some, but we'll definitely make it to the Delta Pav wormhole well ahead of them.”

“As long as we can get to the Split before they come through,” I said.

“It'll be close, but if we can maintain speed, we could do it,” Yuskeya said.

Viss left his console and sprinted down the corridor toward the engineering hatchway, shouting something over his shoulder about having an idea for re-routing more power to the main drive.

“Captain,” Baden said, “Yuskeya told me you want to track down your brother. I could send a message through the K/G wormhole to the Protectorate base on Nellera, see if they can tell us where he is. We might get a response back before we leave this system.”

“Good thinking, Baden, do it,” I said. “With luck, he's still in Beta Comae; we can get there in two skips from GI892.”

The overheads dimmed, the ship shuddered a bit and Rei gave a whoop. “Viss is as good as his word. That's a fifteen percent increase in power, so PrimeCorp should have a harder time catching us.”

“Message coming from the Trident,” Baden said.

“On my screen.”

The cold eyes of Dores Amadoro stared out at me again. “Captain, I am prepared to disable your ship if necessary.”

I stared back at her, considering. “You're bluffing,” I said. “If you want my mother this badly—and you truly think she's on this ship—you won't risk harming her.”

“That's why I'm sending this message,” she said coolly. “I'm advising everyone on your ship to get into EVA suits, just in case your life support systems suffer . . . collateral damage. Or you could just stop, let us catch up to you, and allow your mother to come with us peacefully. I am anxious to meet her, you know, so that I can thank her.”

“Thank her?”

Amadoro smiled, but it was not a nice smile. Too much wolf and not enough warmth. “When I recognized her and took that information to Chairman Sedmamin, it did wonders for my future at PrimeCorp. I can honestly say I wouldn't be where I am today without your mother.” Her face hardened. “So I'm prepared to take whatever steps are necessary to secure that meeting.”

I muted the feed. “Folks? Could they have any kind of weapon that might be capable of reaching us from that distance?”

Yuskeya shook her head decisively. “Not a chance. When they get closer, maybe. But not from that far away. They could fire torps, but we'd have so much time to get out of the way, it wouldn't be worth launching them.”

“Nothing I know of, for sure,” Rei agreed.

“Yuskeya's right,” Viss chimed in from Engineering. “Tell her to blow it out her—”

I killed the feed from Engineering and switched back to Amadoro. She was still there, looking annoyed.

“Thanks for the warning, Ms. Amadoro,” I said, and cut the connection before she could say anything else. “Everyone into EVA suits.”

“They're too far away!” Rei protested.

“I think you were right in the first place,” Hirin said. “She's bluffing.”

I shrugged and left the chair, heading for the bank of EVA lockers near the bridge airlock. “Nevertheless, I am not taking any chances. Suit up.”

They weren't happy, but they did it. I didn't like it, either, since the suits were bulky and got hot after a while, but I didn't trust Dores Amadoro not to have some new long-range weapon she was just itching to try out on us. PrimeCorp could easily have developed something that was still a corporate secret.

So it wasn't the most pleasant time I've spent on the bridge of the Tane Ikai, but it passed, and we watched the Trident slowly devour the distance between us as we neared the wormhole to Delta Pavonis. They still weren't what you'd call close—but I wanted as much distance as possible between us. They hadn't fired on us by the time Rei fired up the skip drive, and I smiled to myself. As bluffs go, Amadoro's hadn't even been a very good one.

“Torpedo away from the Trident!” Baden said suddenly. “Moving fast.”

“Time?” I asked.

“We can dodge it or get into the wormhole, but we have to do one or the other. Immediately.”

“Rei?”

“Initializing skip drive now,” she said. The low whir of the drive thrummed through the ship and reverberated in the decking under our feet.

“Everyone take your seats,” I said, and opened a channel to Dr. Ndasa's room. He'd excused himself from the bridge and gone back to his room, with a promise to keep his EVA suit on. “We're about to make a skip, Doctor.”

“I'm ready, Captain,” he answered.

“Going in,” Rei said evenly as the mouth of the wormhole opened up and swallowed us. The mad swirl of colours spun us along its length, skipping and spinning as fast as the drive could propel us. Rei kept the ship rock steady, and I was sure we skipped that wormhole faster than it had ever been done before.

No-one spoke while we were inside. The instant we exited the terminal point, Rei cut the skip drive and Yuskeya's fingers flew over the touchscreen as she laid in the coordinates for the Split. I told Baden to monitor the wormhole we'd just exited for any signs of the Trident.

“Aye, Captain.” He touched the screen. “Message is away to Nellera regarding your brother. And I'm ready to launch that tracking device at your signal.”

“Use your own judgment unless I say otherwise, Baden, because I might be distracted. Fire it off at the optimal vector for the Beta Comae wormhole. That's the best we can do.”

“Will do.”

I took off my EVA helmet and said, “Okay folks, shuck your helmets and gloves but keep them nearby.” The air on the bridge felt deliciously cool against my skin.

I caught Hirin's eye and he smiled and winked at me as he unfastened his helmet. Then he crossed to Rei's chair and bent low beside her, telling her something in a low voice. My breath caught in my throat and I almost choked, but I managed to clamp it down. The last thing the crew needed now was a captain going to pieces on them, but this plan terrified me. What if the Split affected Hirin's heart again? He already had all the help I could give him.

All I could do was hope he wasn't going to get his wish to die in space just yet. Hope, in fact, that none of us were.

“Captain?” It was Yuskeya. “I was thinking—we should ask Dr. Ndasa to come back up to the bridge for this next skip.”

I sensed a silent presence just behind me before I could answer. It was Maja, but she said nothing, simply put a warm hand on my shoulder.

“That's a good idea.” I glanced over at Hirin, still talking to Rei, and Maja's hand twitched as she followed my gaze. She kept silent.

I lowered my voice. “I think he'll be fine, but it would be good to have the doctor up here just in case. The bioscavengers have been working in Hirin for a while now. They might have repaired all the damage that was done the last time and whatever caused it in the first place.” I turned to look at Maja. “Are you okay with this?”

She pressed her lips together, then nodded. “Look at him. He's not worried. He wants to do this. I haven't seen him like this for a long time.”

I nodded my agreement. “If I changed my mind now, and he thought it was because of him, he'd never forgive me.”

I reached up wordlessly and squeezed Maja's hand. Thank you. She squeezed back.

“Maja, would you go and bring Dr. Ndasa up from up his quarters?” I asked.

“Right away,” she said, with a final glance at her father, and hurried down the corridor.

Hirin straightened up from Rei. “We're going to go in cold this time, folks. You had last time to cut your teeth, this time, no babystepping. Rei's asked me to take the secondary helm, which I'll do if the Captain approves it.”  He looked to me and I nodded. “So we're going to be firing up the skip drive on the fly. I want everyone sitting down and buckled in when we do that.”

He strode over to the secondary helm as if he owned the place—well, he did, half-ownership, anyway—and hailed Viss on the ship's comm. “Viss, about that power you've got re-routed to the main drive?”

“Oh yeah, can you feel it?”

Hirin grinned. “I can feel it. Do you think you could rig something to switch it directly over to the skip drive stabilizers when I give the word?”

“Give me half an hour,” Viss said. “It won't be a smooth ride, but I think I can do it.”

Yuskeya looked up from the nav screen. “Half an hour is on the outside edge of what you've got,” she told him. “We have to be out of sight before that PrimeCorp ship makes the wormhole. It doesn't have to be pretty. It just has to work. Right, Hirin?”

“You've got it,” he answered.

Diable, I could see the day coming when he'd be captain of the Tane Ikai and I'd be busted back to piloting again, if the crew got to choose. No, Rei was a better pilot than I was. Cook, maybe. Seemed like Hirin was becoming their favourite person, but it was okay with me. He was already mine.

Half an hour passes with a speed relative to what you're trying to do in it. If you were Viss, trying to set up the power crossover, I expect it would go amazingly quickly. If you were me, sitting and watching everybody else work while I waited for the Trident to burst out of the wormhole behind us, it was agonizingly slow.

Finally, we were there. I'd already picked out the dark mouth of the Split, and we were coming up on it fast. Maja and Dr. Ndasa had arrived and taken seats at two of the empty sensor stations near Hirin. The Vilisian caught my eye and nodded gravely. He knew why he was here.

“Data packet back from Nellera,” Baden said.

“I'll look at it on the other side,” I told him.

“Viss, you ready?” Hirin asked over the ship's comm.

“Well, I can't say for sure that it's going to work, but I'm ready to give it a try,” he answered.

“Okay, Rei and Viss, listen up. On my mark, Rei's going to engage the skip drive. Viss, you count about three seconds and then do the switch. Yuskeya, just do exactly what you did the last time. It was perfect. Baden, you're going to jettison the tracking device as soon as you hear me give Rei the word. Everybody okay?”

I couldn't resist. “Anything I can do?”

Hirin didn't turn around, but I was sure he was smiling. “Cross your fingers, Captain.”

I didn't. He knew I wasn't superstitious. Then Hirin barked, “Rei, skip drive now!” Baden said, “Jettison tube engaged,” and Viss must have done whatever he was going to do down in Engineering because the ship bucked violently a couple of times and then we were swallowed up by the eerie half-presence of the Split.

I'd kept my eyes locked on the screen that showed the sensor readings for other ships in the area. Just as we entered the Split, they seemed to be picking up something—maybe the Trident coming out of the wormhole from Mu Cassiopeia, I don't know. I didn't think they could have gotten to the wormhole that fast, but I couldn't be certain, with that burst drive. I hoped, if it was them, they hadn't seen us go into the Split.

Maybe I should have crossed my fingers after all.

At any rate, there wasn't time to worry about that now. Rei and Hirin between them were piloting us through the Split, keeping the skips so short and close together that we barely moved from side to side down the length of the tunnel. Viss's extra power to the field generators must have held, because the ride was exponentially smoother than the last time we'd made this trip.

And Hirin—I could hardly keep my eyes off him, watching for anything untoward, but he seemed perfectly fine. He was deep in concentration, synchronizing his efforts with Rei's, but he didn't seem to be in the least distressed. I couldn't relax just yet, but I let out a breath I'd barely realized I was holding.

The passage was so much faster this time—or at least it seemed so—that before I knew it we were slipping out the other end, into the quiet darkness of GI 892's red dwarf system, and I gave them a chance to sigh and cheer and babble in delight.

“Okay, okay.” I clapped my hands. “Great job, everyone, but it's not over yet. For all we know the Trident is still right behind us, so we want to high-tail it out of here. Viss, are you there?”

“Here, Captain. That was a hell of a ride.”

“You got that right. Now listen, that magical power-boosting you were doing down there, how long can that work?”

“I know you'd like me to say indefinitely, but I can't. I'm stealing power from all kinds of places, but I can't keep it up or I might overload the system. We could burn it to the next wormhole if you think it's necessary, but I wouldn't advise switching it again or running it for longer than that. I should really put things back to normal then.”

“Okay, keep the reroutes on the main drive until we get to the next wormhole. We won't need to switch it back to the stabilizers for that one, and you can put everything back in place then. But I'd appreciate any extra distance we can put between us and our friend Ms. Amadoro.”

“No problem, Captain.”

“Yuskeya, lay in a course for the Keridre/Gerdrice wormhole, and Rei, let's get there as fast as we can. Everybody else—take a break, I guess.” I grinned. “I wonder what Dores Amadoro is doing right now?”

“As long as she's not running for the Split, she's not a worry,” Baden said. “You want that message from the Protectorate on Nellera now?”

“Yes, please.” It came up on my screen, brief, and not what I'd been hoping to see. My brother's ship, the S. Cheswick, was back in Sol system, too far away to help get PrimeCorp off my tail—or help me figure out where Mother was now.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty
To Those Who Wait

 

 

 

 

 

“Damne,” I whispered, but Baden heard me and turned in his skimchair.

“Not what you were hoping for,” he said.

I shook my head. “I really want to talk to him,” I said, “and I don't want PrimeCorp listening in. But Sol system is three skips from here no matter which way you go.”

Baden cocked an eyebrow at me. “Remind me again what we're going to do while we're here in K/G?” he asked.

“Find the cargo crate, if we can,” I said with a frown. “But I'm not going to spend too much time on it now. Talking to Lanar seems more—”

I broke off because Baden was looking at me expectantly.

“What?” I asked.

“And the cargo crate is going to be near . . .?”

“The pinhole,” I said in exasperation, but by the time I got the words out I realized what he was getting at. “The pinhole!  Which is a communications gateway to—”

“Sol system,” he finished for me. “And if we get a message to him and bring him to that end of the pinhole, and we cozy up to this end, it'll be about as secure a communication as you could have face-to-face.”

“As long as we get into K/G before the Trident catches up with us,” I said. “Thanks, Baden.” I stood up. “I think I'll go talk to Viss, see if he can't get us even a little more power to the main drives.”

Trying to get somewhere in a hurry when you don't know if you're being followed is enough to make anyone want to scream, and this trip took almost twelve hours. It was a relief to arrive at the terminal point for the wormhole to Keridre/Gerdrice with still no sign of the PrimeCorp ship behind us. Viss had managed to get us a little more juice at the expense of the heating systems, but with extra sweaters we were all okay. I sat down next to Yuskeya while Rei and Viss did the last-minute preparations for the skip.

Baden's readings from his tracer scan had come from the planet Nellera, so the pinhole wasn't too far from there. The wormhole we would be entering the system through, on the other hand, came out somewhat closer to Stana, the middle inhabited planet. As long as the homing beacon on the cargo crate was still broadcasting, it shouldn't be too difficult to focus our efforts and find both the crate and the pinhole.

I wasn't surprised when everyone showed up on the bridge for the skip into K/G. It was something to do besides look over our shoulders for PrimeCorp.

The skip was nothing out of the ordinary, although the inside of a wormhole is always worth looking at—same as you can't really ever get tired of sunsets or starry nights no matter what planet you happen to be on. I held my breath as we neared the end of it, though, because no matter how cocky I'd tried to sound, I wasn't altogether sure there wouldn't be an armada of PrimeCorp ships lying in wait just beyond the terminal point.

I let it out in a long sigh when we cleared the end of the wormhole and the only thing waiting for us was the distant globe of Stana, shining in the reflected light of its double suns.

“Baden, can you get any kind of a reading on the pinhole yet?”

“Hola, Captain, we're still too far out. I'll start scanning, but don't expect any return for a while yet.”

“I know, I know, but it doesn't hurt to ask. Okay, let's head toward Nellera with our sensors at maximum.”

The fifth planet of the K/G system, Nellera, was just inside the double star's habitable zone. Much further out and it would have been too cold to be welcoming, but as it was, some nice little colonies gathered around the warm and watery equator. The hospitable spots on Nellera were mostly island chains looping around the planet's middle, and they did a booming tourist trade with the two other inhabited planets in the system, Stana and Tarcol.

The most likely scenario for the crate was that it had come through the pinhole's terminal point and was still coasting along an unobstructed path that led in-system. While this wasn't necessarily a good thing, since it meant the path would take it further and further into more heavily travelled space, it was my preferred scenario because it made the crate the easiest to find. It also meant that it would be heading towards us as we pointed our nose towards Nellera, and that if we found it, the pinhole would also be easy to find.

We watched Nellera grow larger and larger in the viewscreen for a while. Baden said, “Well, I hate to say it, but if the crate had just come out and headed in this direction, I should be picking up the homing beacon by now. I think we'd better consider some other possibilities.”

Damne. “Such as the chance that some piece of space junk or a small asteroid collided with it and changed its trajectory?”

Or smashed it to smithereens. No one said it, but I was sure everyone was thinking it.

“Possibly, yes. I can change the parameters of the sensor field, to extend further out to one side or the other from the ship,” Baden said, “but there's not much else we can try. We at least need to get within reach of the beacon.”

“I think we should concentrate on finding the pinhole,” I said. “It would be great to find the body, too, but I think the priority has to be contacting Lanar. Turn the attention to that for now, but keep the sensors up. If we're looking for the pinhole and we come across the crate, too, so much the better.”

But I didn't really feel that lucky. The initial anticipation I'd felt in the air on the bridge as we entered the last wormhole was fading fast, and we needed to focus. I wanted to have my discussion with Lanar before the possibility of PrimeCorp appearing at any moment made me any more anxious.

“Come on, folks, don't be so gloomy. You didn't expect it would be sitting outside the wormhole waiting for us, did you?”

“No, but a person can hope,” Yuskeya muttered.

“Let's get to the pinhole first, and worry about the crate later.”

Baden called up the data from his tracer scan and went about analyzing where it meant the pinhole should be. After a few minutes he said, “Rei, I'm shooting you some coordinates. Head for them, and if the pinhole's within sensor range of there, we should find it.”

My nerves were running high, since two of the inhabited planets in this system were PrimeCorp-controlled. The Protectorate administered Nellera, and that was the only planet we were planning to get close to. I didn't know how much notice PrimeCorp took of the rest of the system. For all I knew they might have their eye on Nellera, watching for data runners or other corporations or who knew what.

And I wondered what Lanar was going to say about Mother's revelations. As an admiral in the Protectorate, I didn't know what he'd think of her confessions to things that had been outside the strictly legal. Then again, he was good at turning a blind eye to things I'd done when I didn't feel that “right” and “legal” completely coincided. Maybe he would do the same for our mother.

“Got it!” Baden yelled suddenly.

I jumped. “What?”

“The cargo crate, off to the dock side, almost outside the sensor range.” He entered coordinates on his screen. “Rei, you want to take us over there?”

“Sure thing,” she said with a grin. “That's easy compared to some of the things I've been asked to do lately.”

“So the pinhole should be . . .”

“Just got a fix on that, too,” Baden said. “We can pick up the crate, then head straight over there to try and contact Admiral Mahane.”

It wasn't long before we could actually see the crate onscreen, hanging still and dead, looking like a discarded toy. I felt another pang of conscience, much like the one I'd had the day we jettisoned it. It didn't seem like a very dignified place for a body, especially when I felt responsible for it being there.

“Why isn't it still moving?” I asked.

“Good question,” Hirin said. “The only answer is, something—or someone—stopped it.”

“It might not be very . . . pleasant, when we open this,” Viss murmured. “Even if the body is frozen, and might not have decomposed much—”

“Eww!” Maja said, wrinkling her nose.

“He might be starting to look sort of freeze-dried,” he continued.

“Do we have to talk about this?” Maja demanded.

Viss just grinned. “Are you going to lift it into one of the cargo pods and keep it there until we get back to Kiando? They're all empty now.”

“That's what I'd planned. Put it in Pod Two, it's the smallest.”  I hadn't realized until now how creepy it was going to be, travelling all the way back there knowing what horrible cargo we carried below.

When we got close enough, Viss and Baden went down to Engineering, where the controls for the remote arms were. We didn't use the remotes very often, but occasionally they came in handy for transferring cargo between ships in space instead of at a spacedock. With the remotes it wasn't necessary for anyone to go on EVA—you just put your arms inside the big gloves and mimed what you wanted the real things to do.

Viss was working the remotes and keeping up a running commentary for those of us still up on the bridge. He'd latched on to the cargo crate on the first try and then muttered, “Uh-oh.”

“I don't like the sound of that.”

“It could be a misreading,” he said hesitantly.

“Just tell me.”

“There's not enough mass.”

“Not enough mass?”

“The remotes provide feedback on the mass of whatever they're picking up, since it has to match up to the cargo manifest especially on skip runs, where weight calculations are important,” Viss explained. “The reading I'm getting seems too small for the crate and its contents. Unless I'm wrong about what the crate weighs.”

But this was Viss, the man who knew more specs about the Tane Ikai and everything in it than I did, and I knew how likely it was that he had it wrong—not likely at all.

“Where's the crate now?” I asked, getting up.

“Bringing it through the pod bay doors,” Viss said. “I'll have the doors closed and the air pressure equalized by the time you get here.”

He hadn't counted on how fast I was moving, though, and I had to stand and tap my foot impatiently at the airlock hatchway to Cargo Pod Two while the air was pumped back in. Everyone else—including Rei, who really should have stayed at the helm—gathered around it, too. When the indicator went green I opened the hatch and climbed down into the cargo pod, the others clattering one by one down the ladder behind me. The cargo crate lay on the far side of the strapped-down groundcar, on its side over near the bay doors, and we practically ran over to it.

I found out what I wanted to know soon enough, anyway. Not letting myself stop to think about what the inside of the crate might be like, I keyed in the simple unlocking code and lifted the lid.

Viss, as usual, had been right. The crate was empty, and the body of the identity-stripped operative, one of our keys to bringing PrimeCorp down, had vanished into the blackness of space.

 

 

I slammed the hatch closed. “Damne, damne!  What do we do now?”

Hirin shook his head. “Doesn't make sense. How could the body be gone?”

“Are we sure it's our crate?”

“Yes, because of the homing beacon. And the unlock code worked.”

“PrimeCorp,” Maja said in a tight voice. “It has to be. Somehow they tracked him here—”

“I don't think so.” I cut her off. I didn't want to believe it was possible. “They couldn't know he was in this system. He had no ID biochip for them to track him with, and there's no way they'd find that homing beacon by chance.”

“Although they did have the tracking device on the Tane Ikai,” Hirin mused. “They might have been tracking us but staying just at the edge of our sensor range from the moment we left Earth. Maybe they knew when we jettisoned the crate and knew it went into the pinhole, did the same thing Baden did to see where it went, then sent someone out to pick it up in case it could lead back to them.”

“The tracking device couldn't have had that strong a signal,” I argued. “Surely they couldn't have been close enough to pick up the signal but out of range of our sensors. And why leave the crate here?”

“They could have had a tiny tracker on the op's body,” Viss suggested. “We didn't strip him down. Never thought of it.”

“Or maybe someone just found the crate and opened it to see if there was anything valuable in it,” Maja said reasonably.

“So when they discovered it was a body, why didn't they just put it back out in space?” Rei asked. “Anybody with any decency would. It's got no value.”

“Anybody with any decency wouldn't have opened it in the first place,” Maja said.

“It might be valuable to someone,” Baden mused. “There are lots of traders out here, and not all of them are dealing in things we'd like to think about.”

“Ick,” said Yuskeya. “I know I don't.”

I kicked the crate once, knowing it was childish. “Well, I'm freezing my butt off down here, so I'm going upstairs for a triple caff. I might even find something interesting to use as an additive. You're all welcome to join me. And then we'll see if I can get through to Lanar, or if this whole detour has been a waste of time.”

We trooped back up the hatchway ladders again. I was starting to think I'd look into installing some kind of elevator when I put the Tane Ikai in for a refit. I'd never climbed the ladder as much as I had on this trip.

Rei and Baden went back to the bridge. I fetched a bottle of Vileyran whiskey from the secret compartment in my cabin and plunked it down on the galley table with a “Help yourself.”  When the rest of us had collected our beverages of choice from the galley we followed Rei and Baden to the bridge, taking drinks for them, too. The Tane Ikai was already moving toward the pinhole, and as I came onto the bridge, Baden said, “Message request queued up and ready to send on the WaVE, Captain. If Admiral Mahane is in Sol System we should know pretty quickly.”

Baden was right. Lanar pinged back with a WaVE message within three minutes. I opened it up on my screen. Lanar was on the bridge of the S. Cheswick; I could see crewmen at consoles in the background. “Saluton, little sister! I didn't know you were back in Sol System.”

It was good to see his smiling face, and I felt some hidden tension in my chest loosen. I hadn't realized just how badly I wanted to talk to him. “Saluton, Lanar, but I'm not actually in the system. If I send you some coordinates, can you tell me how quickly you can get to them?”

He raised one eyebrow. “Hmmm, all business today. Sure, send them along.”

I nodded to Baden and he sent the data packet along the WaVE. I watched Lanar relay them to a crewman. “What's up, Luta? Are you all right?”

I let myself smile a little. “I'm not even sure how to answer that, Lanar. An awful lot is 'up.' Although I am all right, for the moment at least. And better now that I'm talking to you.”

His eyes softened and he smiled. “No more pirate attacks, I hope.”

I shook my head. “Fortunately, no. But then again, I'm not carrying any particularly interesting cargo, either.”

He looked off-screen briefly and then said, “We can be at those coordinates in about six hours if we burn hard,” he said. “And if it's important.”

“I think you'll agree it's important,” I said, “But I don't want to say anything else unless I know we're secure. Will you come?”

His grey eyes went very serious as he studied me on the screen. “We'll be there,” he said, “although my navigator claims there's nothing of interest in that sector.”

“Well, maybe your navigator will learn something new,” I said with a wink. “Gis la revido, Lanar. I'll talk to you soon.”

 

 

Six hours was a long time to wait and hope that PrimeCorp didn't show up. I retreated to my cabin and watched Mother's videos again, and tried to decide what she should do. Deep in my heart, I believed she'd been right to keep PrimeCorp from using the research unscrupulously. Whether she'd signed a contract or not, they were her ideas, and I felt she had a moral right to some control over them. And PrimeCorp had certainly proved itself an unworthy caretaker of humanity's future.

But now, with the Schulyer Group to consider, the situation might have changed. If their research turned out to be sound, the control that Mother had guarded so closely was about to be taken out of her hands anyway. And if Schulyer hadn't gotten there, someone else would before long. Mother would not be able to stop it from coming. All she could do would be to try and ensure that people had fair access. But some of the things she'd said in her videos were bothering me. I wanted to talk to Lanar about them, but that wasn't going to happen for a while. And for some reason I didn't want to go to Hirin or Maja with this.

I went down to Dr. Ndasa's cabin and lightly rapped my knuckles on the door.

“Come in,” he called.

The doctor sat at the desk in his room, reading something on his datapad. He set it down when the door opened and got to his feet. As usual, his violet-coloured eyes were calm and his demeanour quiet. It struck me that this seemed to be his default state. “Captain Paixon. What can I do for you?”

I took a deep breath. “I want you to know that I don't really blame you for being . . . secretive . . . about your reasons for wanting to find my mother.”

He lowered his head like a penitent. “Thank you. I did not enjoy deceiving you—although it was only a partial deception—but I felt that the importance of the cause perhaps superseded personal feelings.”

I nodded. “I was angry, but I do get it. As long as Schulyer is not going to turn into another PrimeCorp—”

Dr. Ndasa shook his head vehemently at that.

“—then that's it,” I finished. “But I do want to ask you something.”

He gestured that I should take his vacated desk chair, and seated himself primly on the edge of the bunk, adjusting his shipsuit awkwardly. He'd left Kiando without any belongings other than his datapad and the clothes he'd worn to Chairman Buig's salon, so we'd lent him some shipsuits. He didn't seem entirely comfortable in them, although he didn't complain.

“You've spent a long time hunting for the secret to immortality, just like my mother,” I began.

The Vilisian nodded, his long ebony braid swinging slightly.

“Did you have to struggle to decide if it would be a good thing, or a bad thing, in terms of the future of our races?” I asked. “Or has the answer to that always been clear to you?

He waggled his head. “Not always clear, no. When I first became interested in the field, it was all about figuring out if and how we could do it, not necessarily should we do it,” he said. “There are arguments for both sides. How would we deal with near-immortality? Would it cause more problems than it would solve?”

I nodded. “I watched a video that my mother left for me. She seems to have struggled with the same questions, and never really been able to come to a decision. I think if she had, she would have released the data from her PrimeCorp research into the public or given it to other researchers long ago.”

He chuckled. “It might have saved her a lot of trouble—or made more for her. She still might have had to run from PrimeCorp, and from the law as well if they wanted to press their rights.”

I couldn't sit still any longer, and got up from the chair to pace the small room. Since all of the Vilisian's belongings had been unloaded back on Kiando, it was back to the bare bones of bunk, desk, and dresser. I felt a little pang of guilt for hustling him along with us so unceremoniously. And yet he'd come along and stayed without protest.

“What I keep coming back to,” I said, “is that I don't know if it's any one person's decision to make. I know my mother wanted the knowledge to be used responsibly, if it was used at all. She said she believed that no one should have sole control of human aging, when she was talking about PrimeCorp. But hasn't she put herself in exactly that position? She's the one hanging on to the control. So I think she may have been wrong in keeping the data secret.”

“And that is difficult for you to accept,” he said, the skin around his eyes crinkling as he studied me.

I nodded. “In the years since she left us, all that time spent looking for her, I've always assumed that when I found her—we'd agree on things. That whatever had made her leave us and stay away, was a noble cause. That I'd understand everything she did and why she did it, if she just had a chance to explain.” I leaned against the wall next to the desk. “Well, I've heard her explanation—at least an abbreviated version—and I don't really agree with her.”

“But you are still worried about her whereabouts,” he said.

“Absolutely. I'm just worried that when I find her—we're not going to get along.”

Dr. Ndasa regarded me, then seemed to come to a decision. “Captain, there is something about my race that is not well-known. We have the ability, if we choose, to change our memories. To adjust them to what we want to remember, rather than what actually happened.”

I looked at him in confusion. “Humans don't have perfect memories, either, Doctor.”

He shook his head gently. “No, this is different—a matter of control. The old memories remain, but we can keep them submerged, hidden beneath what we would rather remember. It makes life . . . easier, in many respects. We can literally change the past—or at least our experience of it. We can make it easier to bear.”

“That's—that's really fascinating,” I said. “I didn't know that. But I'm not sure I understand—”

“I mention this because I think I understand your Mother's choices. Without my people's memory-altering ability, she would be most concerned at making the wrong decision in this matter. She would feel responsible for whatever happened as a result of her actions—actions that could affect all of humanity and the other races as well. Because I would have the option to escape it, I can appreciate the enormity of that prospect.”

I considered it. “And she'd be around to see those consequences. All the consequences. Potentially for . . . forever,” I said slowly. “I guess that would be pretty daunting.”

Dr. Ndasa smiled. “I think you also sell yourself short, Captain,” he said. “I've watched how you 'get along' with everyone—even your daughter, with whom I gather you have had difficult times. I think you need not fear a relationship with your mother.”

I fetched a deep breath. “Thanks, Doctor. I hope you're right.”

And I hoped I'd get the chance to find out.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One
Brotherly Love

 

 

 

 

 

The hours crept by as we waited for the S. Cheswick to arrive at the Sol end of the pinhole. It was far worse than hours spent travelling through space, when at least sometimes the scenery was interesting: nebulae, asteroids, wispy clouds of cosmic dust. At some point in the waiting process I went to the galley with Hirin and Maja and we had a meal together. Maja cooked up a delicious stir-fry and Hirin put fresh fruit over ice cream for dessert. We talked about our lives together and apart, and half of it I don't even remember, except that for a little while I let go of everything I was worrying about and it was kind of amazing.

So when the message ping came in from Lanar, I felt pretty good. I took the conversation in my cabin, because I wanted to talk to him about PrimeCorp and I knew we needed privacy.

“Aren't you the secretive one,” he chided me when his face came on-screen. “How long have you known about this pinhole?”

The reception was incredibly clear, considering the almost unimaginable physical distance that separated us. Lanar was in his shipboard office, and the lettering on the wall plaque behind him was almost readable. I knew what it read anyway, though; In Astra Pax, the motto of the Protectorate. Peace Among the Stars. He had the lights low, his face thrown half into shadow.

I shrugged. “Not long, really; Baden discovered it when we were leaving Sol System the last time. He's convinced he'll get to name it,” I added with a smile.

“And he should.” Lanar studied me. “So, why this little rendezvous? Not that I don't like talking to you,” he added.

I blew out a long breath. “Where to start? I'll give you the condensed version. I found Mother—and lost her again. I have some messages from her that I want you to see. PrimeCorp is after me because they think Mother's on board my ship. We need to find her and make things safe for her, and I might have an idea how to do that. How's that for a start?”

Lanar grinned and shook his head, then took a deep breath of his own. “Little sister, I think it's time to pool our resources. But first I really want to see those messages from Mother. Can you narrowbeam them to me through the pinhole?”

I wondered what he meant by “pool our resources,” but that was sort of what I was hoping for, anyway, so I didn't press him on it. I commed Baden and asked him to send the datapacket of the messages, which I'd already downloaded from the chip and prepared. A few moments later, Lanar and I were watching them together.

Even all together, they weren't terribly long. At the end, Lanar was solemn. “You sure look like her. Sound like her, too.” He ran a hand over his face. “It's a lot to take in.”

I nodded. “But Lanar, here's what you don't know. Dr. Ndasa, who skipped out to Kiando with us, works with Schulyer Group. They think they've come up with something just as good as Mother's nanobioscavs, and they want her to vet their research.”

He pursed his lips. “So if that pans out, she won't have to worry any more about PrimeCorp having a monopoly? She could just give them back their data and step away from the whole thing.”

“I don't think she'll see it as being that easy. She's held onto this data for a long time, and she feels responsible. Even if she gives it to PrimeCorp, she's going to worry about what they'll do with it—and how they might still come after her, legally, maybe. And after all the things they've done—not legal things, I might add—I don't want them to have the data, either. They can't be trusted. I think it's time for PrimeCorp to take a fall. A big one.”

Lanar leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “What if I told you that we can't afford to have PrimeCorp take too big a fall? The timing isn't right.”

“We? Who's we? Who wouldn't be better off with them out of the picture?”

“A lot of people, sadly. Think about it. PrimeCorp is Vigor-Us, it's techrigs, it's skip drive technology.” He held up a hand. “I know, there are others in the same fields. But not nearly as influential or with the same kind of reach. It's also the government on five Nearspace planets. More than half of the people in Nearspace depend on PrimeCorp for one thing or another, and if we pulled the rug out from under them, it would hurt. Hurt industry, hurt medicine, hurt people all over Nearspace. To make matters worse, too much of the system is built on interdependent political connections, and who owes whom. A breakdown of that web might open the door for someone even worse to step into the gap while things were in confusion.”

I stared at him. “So we just let PrimeCorp get away with whatever they want? Is that Protectorate policy? That's not right, either.”

Lanar shook his head. “No, it's not. And it's not that we're doing nothing about it. In fact, I'm supposed to give you this.” He touched the screen and a datapacket showed up on mine. “We've set up a hearing on Vele, before the Nearspace Worlds Administrative Council, to present evidence about PrimeCorp's illegal tech operation—the one Viss helped us with. Your datapacket is a summons to appear to give evidence—you and the crew. It's not going to bring down PrimeCorp, by any means, but it's not meant to, either. Just push back a little. Cut out one of the tumours.”

I steepled my fingers and tapped them against my lips while I thought, realizing after a second that I'd picked up the habit from Hirin. “Okay. I had thought about bringing my own complaint against PrimeCorp. I've got a fair bit of evidence accumulated, which I was going to take to Chairman Buig on Kiando. Rei already suggested that I could bring the complaint—and then be 'persuaded' to drop the charges if they'd come to some agreement with Mother. This could work to our advantage. If they're already in trouble because of the illegal tech, they might not want any other complications right now.” I chewed my lip. “It doesn't completely solve the PrimeCorp problem, but it would get them off our backs.”

“Blackmail them into leaving Mother alone?” he said with a grin. “You sound just like her.”

“Not blackmail.” I grinned. “I'd prefer to think of it as firm persuasion. And if the Schulyer data turns out to be solid, PrimeCorp might be willing to forget any plans of action against Mother just to get their own data back.”

He nodded. “It might be persuasive enough. And it wouldn't interfere with the bigger picture of what the Protectorate's doing.”

I sat back again and rubbed my hands over my face. “I just wish I knew where she was. She gave us the password—we could send the message to get her people out of PrimeCorp and take their evidence with them, and that would give us even more leverage against them. But I hate to do it without her permission. I don't know if the situation is really desperate enough to pull down what she has set up there, because once it's gone, it's gone.” I sighed. “At first I was scared PrimeCorp had taken her on Kiando, but Dores Amadoro certainly didn't seem to think that. So in that case, I don't know where she is. Or even if she's acting as a free agent.”

I stared at him earnestly. “Is there anything the Protectorate can do to help find her now? Could you start trying to track her from Kiando, or put out some kind of watch on her known aliases, or—”

Lanar sighed and gestured for me to stop. “I think before we go any further with that, it's time for me to come clean on something. Would you mind inviting your navigator to join us in this little chat?”

“Yuskeya?” I stared at him. “What's Yuskeya got to do with any of this?”

He smiled, the mischievous smile I knew so well from when we were kids. “Get her, and I'll tell you.”

Shaking my head, I touched my comm button. “Yuskeya, would you come to my cabin, please?”

“Right away, Captain.”

In moments she tapped on the door and I told her to come in. “For some reason, my brother the Admiral requests the favour of your presence.”

She moved to stand just behind my chair, so Lanar could see her. “Hello, Admiralo Mahane.”

Lanar nodded. “Good day, Commander. Luta, I'd like you to meet Commander Yuskeya Blue, of the Nearspace Protectorate. Under my command, and currently on covert assignment aboard the Tane Ikai.”

I stared at Lanar for half a minute, trying to decide if he was playing some joke, then turned to look at Yuskeya. She'd stood to attention, and nodded when I met her eyes. Her cheeks flushed pink. “It's true, Luta. You can scan my implant if you'd like. The Admiral will give you the Nearspace Authority codes you'd need to read the secure layer.”

“Oh, no, I believe you both,” I said. I waved her to the other chair. “You might as well sit. I have a feeling this might take a while.”

Yuskeya?  A Protectorate officer? And yet, maybe it made sense. She'd been shaken the night the intruder got aboard the Tane Ikai. She'd been extra cautious performing the transfusion—what had Lanar told her?—and running that scan on me when I'd been injured. She'd been the first one to Mother when she collapsed, the first one to think PrimeCorp might be following us. The one who'd been with Mother when she disappeared again.

Lanar had the grace to look a little sheepish when I turned to the screen again.

I leaned back and crossed my arms. “So, this is how you had my back, huh, little brother?  You couldn't have told me?”

Lanar shrugged. “You wouldn't have let me put a Protectorate officer on your bridge if I'd asked you.”

“No, I wouldn't! I don't like being spied on!”

“Come on, Luta, Yuskeya wasn't spying. She was just doing what I told her to do—keeping an eye on you to make sure you didn't get into too much trouble.”

I shook my head. “Oh, sure, that's nothing like spying. But Yuskeya's been with me for over a year. PrimeCorp only started bothering me lately.”

Lanar nodded. “Sure, they've only started bothering you again lately, but we've been keeping a close eye on them for longer than that. Ever since Sedmamin made his way to the top, we've been aware of changes in the way PrimeCorp does things—big changes, Luta. There are things underway that go beyond industrial espionage and stepping over the line of the law. I figured they'd be after you eventually, but in the meantime, there were other uses for an undercover officer on a far trader.” He had the nerve to wink at me.

“So I've been unwittingly participating in covert Protectorate operations? First Viss, and now Yuskeya. Is there anyone on board besides me who isn't on the Protectorate payroll? Wait a minute—did Yuskeya know about the illegal tech, too?”

“No, I didn't,” Yuskeya said, and there was a touch of ice in her voice.

Lanar shook his head. “No, our Commander Blue isn't one to look the other way when the Protectorate has to venture into grey areas, even when we feel the ends justify the means. I thought it best to keep her out of that loop.”

I believed him. I remembered how shocked Yuskeya had seemed when Viss told us about our “secret” cargo. She hadn't been faking. “I hope she gives you hell for it, then.”

“Don't worry, she already did, in a very strongly-worded coded message. So I've been suitably chastised, and we can just put that little issue behind us, okej?”

I wasn't about to let him off the hook that easily. “If the Protectorate knows how crooked Sedmamin is—and they certainly do now—why don't they go after him? PrimeCorp wouldn't necessarily fail if you took him out of the picture.”

Lanar shook his head. “The Nearspace Council made a mistake in letting PrimeCorp get as powerful as it is,” he said. “It's not just Sedmamin. The entire corporate infrastructure is rotten, and they're greedy for even more power. Yes, we could target Sedmamin and take him down, but the Board of Directors could replace him with someone even worse. We're building our case, gathering information, but if we move before we have enough, it's all going to come tumbling down. We can't have that. Nearspace can't afford it. So all we can do is quietly crack down on the worst of what they're doing and try to get some leverage at the top. A series of surgical excisions, rather than an all-out attack.”

“Baden thinks PrimeCorp might have an informant in the Protectorate, so you might want to be careful who you trust.”

He seemed to consider the possibility. “I'm doubtful, but I'll keep it in mind. One more thing—I think I can help you make your case against PrimeCorp look even better.”

“Well, I want it to look as damning as possible,” I said. “They're more likely to cut a deal if they're worried.”

Lanar pursed his lips. “Yuskeya sent me a coded message not long after you left Sol system. About a certain . . . item that had gone missing.”

At first I drew a blank, but then I realized what he meant. “The body from the cargo crate? You have it?”

He nodded. “Picked it up and put it into storage, just in case we might need it someday. And because we didn't want PrimeCorp getting its hands on it. I guess it was a good idea.”

I turned to Yuskeya. “Why'd you bother letting us go hunting for it?”

She shrugged. “I was under orders not to reveal my identity—unless it was a life-or-death situation. And I wasn't sure if it had been picked up, anyway. So I had to just go along.”

“Well, I'm glad someone has it, anyway,” I admitted, and got up to pace. I'd been sitting too long, with too much new information coming at me. I turned to Yuskeya. “So, does this mean you know where my mother is? Was all that knocked-unconscious thing just a cover to help her get away?”

Yuskeya actually looked uncomfortable and touched the place on her head where the lump had been. She glanced an unspoken question at the screen, and Lanar nodded. “Yes, and no. The lump and the bruise—they were all too real,” she said with a grimace. “I was under orders, if we ever found your mother and she seemed to be in danger, to get her to a Protectorate safe area as quickly as possible. That's why I volunteered to go with her. So I could contact one of our agents on Kiando and get her safe.”

“She could have been safe with us!” I protested.

Yuskeya shook her head. “With the PrimeCorp ship on the way, I couldn't be certain of that. I thought it was best to get her into Protectorate hands as quickly as possible.”

“So you do know where she is.”

“No.” Yuskeya bit her lip. “Your mother is a very—strong-willed person. She said she'd take my advice and not go back to the Tane Ikai, but she wouldn't let me get her to our agent. She had her own . . . contingency plan, she said.”

I almost smiled at the image of my mother telling Yuskeya that she could take her protection and stuff it. But I didn't. I was hurt. “Why didn't you just tell me all this?”

She pulled a deep breath. “I'm sorry about that, Luta, I really am. But I knew that you'd be able to think clearer—and not have to lie—if you really didn't know where she was.”

“So you let yourself get hit on the head to convince me that you didn't know what had happened to her. Were you really unconscious at all?”

She smiled a little and put hand to her forehead again. “Your mother apparently has a black belt in Warrior Chi. But she gave me a shot so that I wouldn't have to 'fake' being unconscious.”

I shook my head. “Nice little conspiracy,” I said with a certain amount of bitterness. “I wouldn't have thought I was that easy to fool. Or so untrustworthy.”

“She did want me to make sure you got the bag, and the messages on the chip. Maybe it wasn't the right decision. But we had to act fast.” She grinned. “And you have to admit, the Tane Ikai taking off like it did made a good distraction. We got the Trident away from Kiando, which might have made it easier for her to get off the planet.”

“But,” I said, “you don't know where she is?”

Yuskeya shook her head, her grin fading. “She wouldn't tell me her plan. Just that she had confidence in it.” She looked up at me, and her eyes were dark and sincere. “And she told me to tell you, when I could, that she'd be in touch as soon as possible.”

I wasn't sure what to say to that, but as it turned out, I didn't have to say anything. Because that's when PrimeCorp caught up with us.
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“Sorry to interrupt, Captain, but we've got company,” Baden said over the ship's comm.

“Who is it?”

“Our new acquaintance the Trident just showed up on our sensors—and it looks like they brought some friends. I count four runners, all with PrimeCorp sigs.”

“How far away?”

He hesitated. “That's the strange thing. Closer than they should be for our sensors to just be picking them up now. I can't explain it. Viss says maybe they have some new stealth technology or something. But they're here.”

I swallowed. Even with three planets in the K/G system and Nellera in sight, we were far out of the local traffic lanes, and there were no known wormholes out here. This sector of K/G was pretty lonely, the equivalent of being ambushed in a dark alley. Even if I was, so to speak, on the phone with the Protectorate.

“I'll comm them, Luta,” Lanar said.

I was happy to let him try, but I doubted it would do any good. Dores Amadoro was unlikely to care about a Protectorate ship in another system.

I opened the ship's comm so everyone could hear me; I wasn't sure where everyone else was. “Everyone take a seat somewhere and buckle down,” I ordered. “I don't know what these oncoming ships have in mind, so we might have to get out of here fast, and when I say fast, I mean fast enough to take the pseudo-gravs offline.”

“Aye, Captain,” Viss said from Engineering.

“Dr. Ndasa and I are in the galley,” Maja said over the comm. “What's going on?”

“With luck, not much, but I wouldn't count on it,” I said. “It's PrimeCorp.”

“They're not answering my pings,” Lanar said.

“They don't know about the pinhole; they probably think it's some kind of trick I'm trying to pull,” I said. “They can't see a Protectorate ship, so if they haven't noticed the pinhole, how could one be pinging them?”

“I'm going to see who else is in the vicinity. If there's another Protectorate ship anywhere close, I'll send them to you.”

“Thanks, Lanar,” I said. “Signing off now. With luck, I'll call you back in a few minutes. Don't go anywhere.”

With Yuskeya at my heels I hurried to the bridge, and switched the bridge view to all the ship's screens. That way everybody could follow along with the rest of us.

When they hailed us a few moments later, the angular face of Dores Amadoro did nothing to improve my mood. I'd thought, with the summons to Vele, at least I wouldn't have to see her again until I got there.

“Captain Paixon,” Amadoro said in her coldest voice. “Here we are again. I'm still looking to execute this warrant for the arrest of Emmage Mahane. I'll have to ask that you prepare for boarding so that my agents can carry out their duties.”

“I'm afraid that won't be possible.” I did my best to look perfectly relaxed. “This ship is en route to a hearing before the NWAC on Vele, where, frankly, I expected you would be headed as well. I hear the Council is pretty testy when it comes to Primary Statute crimes. I don't think they'll be happy at this delay.”

“Primary Statute crimes?  Which ones?” she asked nastily. “The one in which your mother violated the terms of her employment contract and stole PrimeCorp property, or the one in which you helped her escape apprehension knowing full well we had a warrant for her?”

I crossed my arms casually. “Neither. My mother is still not on board my ship, and those are only Planetary Statute crimes in any case. I'm concerned with more serious matters here. For instance, the development and manufacture of illegal tech as defined under Nearspace Authority law.”

Tiny wrinkles appeared at the corners of Amadoro's eyes as she took that in, but she was still belligerent. “PrimeCorp is not involved in the production of any technology classed as illegal,” she said flatly.

“No?  But strangely, it seems that one of its subcorps is. I'm sure you personally have no knowledge of such a thing,” I said sweetly. “If you don't like that one, how about the one where someone—whose identity I think you already know—sent a stripped op onto my ship to steal DNA samples directly from my person?”

Amadoro allowed a slight frown to crease the skin of her forehead. “I don't understand what any purported invasion of your ship has to do with me, Captain.”

“Oh, spare me the crap, Ms. Amadoro. I don't like dancing with you out here, any better than I do with your boss Earthside. It may not have to do with you directly, but it certainly involves PrimeCorp. Now, the Council is expecting us to arrive with this evidence very soon, and they know where to look for answers if we don't.”

“What sort of evidence?”

Her voice was smooth, but her body language was telegraphing all sorts of things. She was trying to rattle me, catch me in a lie, but she really was interested in what I had. “That's confidential.”

“Because there is no evidence,” she rejoined, “and PrimeCorp has committed no crimes. To get back to my warrant—”

“Well, what if I told you I know that PrimeCorp has been engaged for years in a comprehensive campaign of industrial espionage, focused particularly on anti-aging research, at several other corporations' research facilities? And that PrimeCorp has systematically stolen, compromised, and otherwise interfered with research, data, and experiments owned by those other corporations.”

She stared at me, and then threw back her head and laughed with ostentatious merriment. “Oh, Captain Paixon, you are amusing. This whole thing is intriguing, but it's fabrication from beginning to end. Now,” she said, her smile disappearing as if someone had wiped it off, “if you're quite finished, we're coming aboard.”

I shook my head firmly. “No, you are not. You're completely welcome to accompany us to Vele, but you are not boarding my ship. There's a Protectorate officer on board with me, by the way. No doubt she'll be happy to give evidence of what's happening here.” I saw the puzzled look that passed between Baden and Rei and remembered that no-one else knew about Yuskeya yet. Well, this wasn't the time. “Tell your people to stand down and let us pass, because if you don't I'm going to start blasting a pathway through you.”

“Oh, really? I'd heard that you didn't believe in carrying weapons on a far trader,” Amadoro said with a smirk.

“Well, times change. Would you like me to prove it? I'm formally giving you notice that my ship is going to begin moving away and you are not to interfere. I'm certain I can justify my decision if I'm forced to take defensive measures.”

Of course that was the bluff; despite my mental vow to start carrying torpedoes again after our run-in with the pirates, there simply hadn't been an opportunity to get it done. I hoped Amadoro wouldn't take the chance. I'd always done my best to set myself up as a don't-care, kickass mercenary to PrimeCorp, so the bluff could work.

Amadoro pursed her lips, considering. I hoped I'd made her nervous, but not nervous enough to start taking the Tane Ikai apart.

Viss, from the engineering station, said over the ship's comm, so Amadoro could hear it, “Forward torpedo bays on standby, Captain. Ready to fire on your command.”

It was a brilliant bit of backup that I hadn't even asked for, but Dores Amadoro wasn't buying it.

“I don't think so, Captain Paixon. I have the law on my side. Stand by to be boarded. Resistance will be met with force.”

One of the PrimeCorp runners began to move forward, presumably making ready to hook up to one of our airlocks.

Damne, damne!  I couldn't think of a single thing to do. I'd tried my best bluff and it hadn't worked. Lanar, this would be a good time to have one of your Protectorate buddies show up.

“Captain?” Viss interrupted her. “Shall I fire a warning shot across their bow?”

What was he doing? The bluff was over. Maybe he'd rigged up something that might look like a torp?

“Go ahead,” I said with more conviction than I felt.

A single torpedo burst out of one of the forward bays and toward the PrimeCorp runner that had moved toward us. It hurtled silently through the space between us trailing blue-tinged exhaust, and damne me if it wasn't real. I watched the sensors track it all the way until it skimmed the runner's nose and kept going harmlessly past.

It wasn't easy to keep my voice steady, shocked as I was, but somehow it came out okay. “Well, Ms. Amadoro, are you going to move aside? The next one will not be merely a warning. I'm certain if you follow us to Vele, the Council will look at everything and make a fair decision.”

She hesitated only a fraction longer. “I don't get paid to take that kind of chance,” she said, and the connection went dead. I suddenly realized that maybe taunting her about all the evidence I had on board hadn't been the smartest move. Now we were more of a threat than ever.

“Viss, where the hell did you get a torpedo?”

“Yeah,” said Baden, “and do we have any more?”

“Trident and runners are readying weapons systems,” Yuskeya said in a voice that seemed preternaturally calm.

“Evasives, Rei,” I ordered. “Hang on, everyone.”

It was fortunate that I'd told everyone to sit down earlier, because Rei hit the thrusters almost as the words were coming out of my mouth. The Tane Ikai bucked and jumped up and away from the PrimeCorp ships. An auto-alarm blared, triggered by the sudden acceleration. I hoped the others had heeded me and been prepared.

Damne, I thought. I should have had everyone in EVA suits before we made the skip. If the PrimeCorp ships fired on us and made enough of a hole in the outer plating to compromise life support, we wouldn't survive long.

“Ready to fire on your word, Captain,” Viss said over the comm.

“Not unless they fire first, Viss,” I said. “We still might get out of this without anybody getting hurt. But I want a full weapons report immediately.”

Hirin surprised me by answering. “I bought the torpedoes, Captain, and I had Viss bring them aboard when we were at Ando City. Thought they might be needed. I just got him to load them into the bays in case they were needed. We have a full complement, everything the Tane Ikai was built to carry.”

“Torpedo away from the Trident,” Yuskeya said. “Heading straight for us. No warning shots here. Runners seem to be equipped with wasp missiles and—”

A flare of orange light burst from the front of a runner that had managed to get close on our tail.

“—particle beams,” she finished, as the flash from the superheated dust and gas particles the beam had encountered in its path faded. “Very narrow, reasonably weak, and fortunately for us, badly targeted that time. A lucky hit will poke a hole in us, though.”

“Fire rear bay torpedoes, Viss,” I ordered. I hadn't wanted this fight, but they were obviously willing to kill us. I had no trouble defending my ship and crew. “Hirin, take the front guns. Both of you, fire at will. Rei, try your best to get us the hell out of here.”

The Tane Ikai shuddered as Viss released two torpedoes toward the runner, and groaned as Rei veered sharply downward. Something hit the floor and smashed in First Aid, and I wondered how many other things weren't secured for this kind of flying. Another alarm klaxon blared, echoing down the corridor behind the bridge. The Tane Ikai wasn't an agile fighter or an armoured battle cruiser. I wasn't sure how much fighting action she could take.

A rhythmic, metallic clanging echoed from the main corridor behind me and I turned in my chair thinking something had shaken loose. Instead I saw two EVA-suited figures, their arms heaped with more suits, making their way toward the bridge with heavy steps, the magnetized boots allowing them to stay swayingly upright.

“We thought these would be a good idea,” Maja said, her voice emerging hollowly over the ship's comm from inside her helmet. She handed me a suit and crossed to set one down beside Rei, who was obviously unable to stop and put it on. The third was for Baden. Dr. Ndasa took one each to Hirin and Yuskeya.

The ship jolted again and Rei whooped as the rear screen lit up in a flare of white light.

“Torpedo hit on that bastardo behind us,” Yuskeya said.

“Shock wave do any damage?”

“We're okay so far,” Baden said. Now that communications had broken down, he was monitoring the ship's systems.

“Trident is using their burst drive to try and get close,” Yuskeya said.

“Can we get in position for me to get a shot with the forward torps?” Hirin asked Rei. “I don't need more than a few seconds to get a target lock.”

“See what I can do,” Rei said, and the ship rolled sharply to starwise and shot forward.

I was trying to struggle into my EVA suit from a sitting position, not an easy task especially at these speeds and erratic flying. Once I had my feet and legs in, though, I could trigger the magnetics and stand to finish the job. My helmet tried to roll off my lap and I grabbed it, ramming it over my head even though I couldn't connect it to my suit yet. At least it would stay put.

I stamped my foot and the mags triggered, the electromagnetic force gripping the metal decking. I stood up then, just as the ship juddered and the lights flickered. I would have fallen over without the mags.

“Report!”

“Looks like a wasp went through Cargo Pod Two,” Baden said. “Losing pressure in there.”

“Is the access hatchway sealed?”

“Showing green, Captain,” he reported.

“Viss,” I said over the comm, “can you get to an EVA suit?”

“Little busy, Captain,” he said. “But the bulkhead between Engineering and the access hatches is sealed. I'm fine down here.”

Unless the next missile goes through Engineering. “Maja, can you try and get down to Engineering, get a suit to Viss?” It wouldn't be easy to climb down the ladder in a suit, but he was completely vulnerable without one.

“Aye, Captain,” she said, sounding just like one of the crew. I heard her clomping off down the corridor as fast as the mags would let her.

“Torps away from the Trident and two runners,” Yuskeya reported.

“Hang on, folks,” Rei said, and the ship veered up and rolled to dock. I hoped Maja had stayed on her feet. Struts creaked over my head and the floor beneath my mag boots trembled against the metal decking.

Hirin had his own EVA suit on and I clomped over to him as quickly as I could. “Can you pilot while Rei gets into her suit? I'll take weapons.”

“I think I can manage,” he said with a flash of a grin. Hirin had piloted the Tane Ikai for decades. I just hoped his recent de-aging experience had restored his reflexes.

I sat down at the console just as the targeting locked onto another of the runners. Without hesitation, I touched the button to fire the torp and watched it launch from the bay soundlessly, arcing toward the runner bearing down on us. The pilot rolled to avoid it, but it contacted the edge of a wing and an orange bloom scattered sparks and debris in all directions. The impact sent him spinning away out of sight below us. With luck, it might be enough to take him out of the equation.

“Message from the Trident,” Baden said.

“Audio only,” I said.

“That's all she's sending.”

“Captain Paixon, this is your last warning,” Dores Amadoro's voice was as cold and icy as the space around us. No battle heat there. “We will try to disable you only, but at this point I'm sure you understand that I can't make any promises.”

“Thank you, Ms. Amadoro,” I said. “I'm sure you can understand that I can't, either.” I broke the connection, tired of the woman's threats and games.

Hirin sat at the secondary pilot's console and Rei bent over, pushing her feet into the EVA suit. I hadn't noticed even a stutter in the handling of the ship when they swapped control. “Any chance we can just outrun them?” I asked, although I already knew the answer.

“Not with that burst drive,” Hirin said. “The runners, maybe.”

“All right, then. Concentrate on taking out the main ship,” I ordered. “Disable them if possible, but don't hesitate to take any opportunities, either.”

A chorus of ayes met the order.

“Try to get a lock on the Trident, Luta,” Hirin said. “I'm going to try a chicken run.”

I swallowed even as my hands danced over the controls. Hirin certainly hadn't lost any of his nerve, anyway. A “chicken run” was old jargon from our early spacefaring days together. It would take us in a swerving line toward the enemy ship, hoping to get a shot away at them before they could get one off at us. Part of me wanted to order him not to, but I'd always trusted him in the past. How could I refuse to trust him now?

We'd been trying to put distance between ourselves and the Trident; now Hirin pushed the ship into a sharp climb relative to the far cruiser and brought us around in a tight turn to make a run toward it.

“Searching for lock,” I said, and Hirin started the ship veering left and right, sharper than should have been possible, it seemed to me. I heard Dr. Ndasa gasp, but kept my eyes on the targeting screen. The Tane Ikai trembled under the stresses and a low whine sang along the walls.

“Torpedo away from the Trident,” Yuskeya said. Even now her voice was steady and strong. I guess my brother had trained her well.

I should have ordered Hirin to break off, but I didn't. He swerved harder, more erratically, and I waited, finger poised over the screen, for the lock to turn green. Or the ship to fly apart at the seams.

Then Maja's scream came over the comm, and cut off as abruptly as it had begun.
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“Maja, what happened?” I demanded. I could not move from my seat or take my eyes off the targeting console, or risk all of our lives.

For a long, long moment there was no answer. “Maja!”

“I'm okay,” she said, her voice small and strained. “I fell off the hatchway ladder. But I'm okay.” She ended with a sharp intake of breath that did not sound okay at all.

The lock went green and I fired the torpedo. “Away!” I said to Hirin, in the same breath as Yuskeya said, “Trident has fired again.”

Now it was just a question of who could dodge faster. The Tane Ikai immediately veered starwise in a sharp twist, and the metal all around us screamed in protest at the forces pulling at it. On one of the viewscreens I saw the bulk of the Trident dart to one side as well, then I couldn't keep following it. I was too busy trying not to black out as Hirin pushed the ship through maneuvers that were near-certain to tear us apart.

“Torp has a trace lock on us,” Yuskeya said.

“Jettison the trash,” I ordered. “We might confuse it.”

“Done,” said Baden, as the flotsam and jetsam that would usually be dropped at at spacedock for recycling trailed out behind us.

Light flashed in a brilliant rush on the viewscreen, painting the dimly-lit bridge like moonlight. “That's a hit,” Rei said with satisfaction. She'd finished suiting up, but wasn't about to take the piloting controls back at this point. “Looks like we might have taken out that burst drive, she's coasting now.”

I started to grin but it didn't last long. Hirin sent the ship into a rolling dive that threatened to bring up the contents of my stomach, and I remembered the PrimeCorp torpedo still chasing us. The Tane Ikai jolted suddenly sideways and an even brighter light roiled over every viewscreen. Metal shrieked and a horrible rushing sound filled the comm.

“We're hit,” Yuskeya said with the tiniest catch in her voice. “Cargo Pod Four and Engineering.”

“Main drive is losing power,” Hirin said.

“Switching to secondary,” Rei answered without missing a beat.

I was up and on my feet before I realized what I was doing. Luckily my mags were still engaged or I would have gone flying across the bridge. I yelled into my helmet comm. “Maja? Viss?”

I started clomping toward the rear of the bridge, planning to take the ladder down to the lower deck.

“Captain?” Hirin's voice sounded behind me. Just the one word, and he didn't shout. But it halted me in my tracks, and I shook my head to clear it. No. Despite what my heart was telling me, I couldn't go running to see what had happened on the deck below us. I was in command. I started walking again, but I stopped when I got to the command chair and sat down shakily.

“Reports,” I said. My throat was so tight, the word seemed to scratch it, heart thumping so hard and painfully it must be audible over the comm.

“Emergency bulkhead between Decks One and Two has sealed,” Baden said. His voice was shaky, with no trace of his usual cockiness. “Engineering deck is depressurized.”

Maja, I thought in agonized silence. I knew he was thinking the same thing.

“Trident appears to be disabled,” Yuskeya said. “One runner left, and it's coming this way.”

“We still have secondary drive and manoeuvring thrusters,” Hirin said. “Coming about to face the runner.”

“Fire everything we have at it,” I heard myself say calmly. My voice sounded like it came from someone else.

The ship shook as a volley of torpedoes vaulted out toward the oncoming runner. It got just close enough to launch one of its wasps before one of our torps took it squarely in the body and it blossomed into a silent red ball. I felt nothing, not even relief. My mind had gone to some place where it simply did whatever came next.

Another tremor ran through the ship as the last wasp missile hit, but our luck held one more time. Hirin had managed to keep the manoeuvring thrusters turning us sideways once our torps were away, and the wasp struck the door to Cargo Pod One. The reinforced doors were possibly the strongest parts of the ship, and although the wasp detonated and the Tane Ikai juddered harshly again, I didn't think the missile had penetrated.

“We're okay.” Maja's voice came weakly over the comm. She was panting. “At least, I'm okay, and I think Viss is . . . I hurt my leg when I fell . . . might be broken . . . so I couldn't get the suit to Viss as fast as I should have.” Her voice rose in pitch and her words tumbled over each other, hysteria vibrating beneath them. “He didn't have the helmet all the way on when we were hit. But . . . it's on him now, and he's still breathing. It doesn't sound right. Someone . . . should get down here, soon.”

I let out a breath that was almost a sob. “Good—” I had to clear my throat and try again. “Good work, Maja. Glad to hear you're okay.”

“All threats seem to have been eliminated or disabled, Captain,” Yuskeya said, and for the first time her voice had a tremble in it. “Weapons systems on the Trident appear to be offline. Permission to render medical aid in Engineering?”

“Go ahead, Yuskeya,” I said. “Folks, we're going to have to seal all the bulkheads and depressurize the corridor to open the hatch to Engineering. I don't know how good our overall integrity is, so everyone check your suits and say when you're ready.” We'd have to go and inspect the damage soon, see if we could patch ourselves up to get to Vele, but first I wanted everyone safely on the bridge deck.

“Captain?” Dr. Ndasa's voice came over the comm from his helmet mic, shaky but resolute. “I will go with Yuskeya and help her see to the others.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

There was silence from Dores Amadoro or anyone aboard the PrimeCorp ship. The Trident itself seemed to be coasting, slow and blind, and I wondered with a pang if they had wounded or dead to care for. I set my jaw. If they did, it wasn't my fault. She'd risked the fight, and it definitely hadn't gone the way she'd expected. But I did have one other thing on my mind.

“Hirin,” I said, and he turned in the pilot's chair. “You didn't see fit to consult with me before loading up the ship with torpedoes?”

He had the decency to squirm in his seat. “You were busy . . . you had a lot on your mind. I didn’t think it was a detail you needed to be bothered with.”

“A load of torpedoes is something I don't need to be bothered with?  Let me state for the record, here and now with everyone paying attention, that any munitions brought aboard this ship constitute a detail that I need to be bothered with. Anything else will be considered mutiny. Is that clear?”

It was greeted with a quiet chorus of “Aye, Captain.”

Rei said, “I bought a new plasma rifle when we were on Eri . . .”

And at the same time Baden was saying, “I picked up a—”

I waved my hands to stop them. “Personal ordnance excepted. All right?”

Nods and smiles all around. Much later, I thanked Hirin properly for saving us with the torpedoes, but those details aren't important here.

“Captain, your brother is pinging us like mad,” Baden said.

“Put him through.”

Lanar was on his feet, leaning on his desk with white knuckles as he stared at the screen. “Luta! Are you all right?”

I nodded, realized he might not be able to see my face very will inside the EVA helmet, and said, “I think so. Viss is injured and Maja might have a broken leg. Yuskeya and Dr. Ndasa are seeing to them. The ship has a few more perforations than it did the last time we talked, but we're holding together.”

“I've got a far cruiser on the way but she won't be there for an hour or so. Are you secure?”

I laughed. I couldn't help myself. My ship sported numerous holes, was partly depressurized, and the “enemy” was still within sight. As far as I knew, PrimeCorp still wanted samples of my DNA, Mother continued to be missing, and I'd had a Protectorate “spy” on my ship for over a year without suspecting it. Secure?

“I guess we're as secure as possible under the circumstances, little brother,” I said. “But I'll certainly be happy to see the spacedock on Vele.”

 

 

Not one, but three Protectorate far cruisers showed up to escort us to Vele, along with the disabled Trident. By the time they arrived, Viss and Maja had been brought back up to the bridge deck, and Hirin and Baden made a cursory inventory of the damage we'd suffered. The Trident turned out to be in worse shape than we were; the torpedo that had taken out their burst drive had also caused a chain-reaction failure in their main and secondary drives, so they were pretty much dead in the dark. Generators strove to keep life support at least minimally functional, and that was it. One of the Protectorate cruisers had to call for a tug to get them moving again.

I did hear that no-one on the Trident had been killed, but beyond that, nothing. I wondered briefly what Dores Amadoro had told the Protectorate officers about what had happened here, but decided that I didn't really care. I'd had my own Protectorate officer aboard the Tane Ikai, who had witnessed the whole altercation, and I was pretty sure that Amadoro's hot-headedness would prove to be a game-changer in our dealings with PrimeCorp. After her stunt, Lanar and the Protectorate might not get their wish to take the corporation apart little by little. I couldn't say the thought made me sad, despite Lanar's conviction that a PrimeCorp collapse would be bad for Nearspace.

We had fared much better than the Trident; we needed some emergency patch materials from the Protectorate ship that had taken us into their care—the Winchester—and some electronics, but our secondary drive would get us to Vele all right. The main drive would have to be replaced. Maja's leg was in an ultraplas cast, a weird echo of the ultraplas cuffs from our kidnapping episode on Rhea. But she was limping around just fine.

Viss was confined to his quarters, where Dr. Ndasa and Yuskeya had moved a load of equipment from First Aid to monitor him. He'd been exposed to vacuum for a mercifully short time, but one lung had collapsed, and some small blood vessels in his eyes and face had burst. Once Maja had secured his helmet and the suit had repressurized he'd seemed stable, and Dr. Ndasa had been able to treat him quickly, but they were keeping a close eye on him. Viss was helping his own recovery mostly by complaining a lot and trying to get someone to let him onto the Engineering deck.

It would be three skips to get to the Beta Hydri system, where Vele and its sister planet Vileyra circled the yellow-orange star. That meant I had lots of time to think, when I wasn't overseeing repairs and visiting the patients. And what I mainly thought about was my mother. My mother and all her worries and fears and sacrifices, and how she'd looked on Kiando when she said it wasn't because I didn't care about my family. I thought about her, and the bioscavs, and Hirin and Maja and Karro. And me. And how this mess with PrimeCorp was all going to sort itself out.

The conclusions I came to were these: she was tired of running. And I was finally tired of chasing.

So one day I sat down and loaded the chip marked PC35411 into my datapad. I added up the numbers for my parents' birthdays and the year she left us on Nellera, punched it in as the password, and it opened up the message like a charm. But I didn't send it, not that message. That decision was my mother's to make, unless and until she wasn't able to make it herself and I had proof of that. Instead I took the address it was to be sent to, and wrote my own message.

 

STATIC ELECTRONIC MESSAGE: 25.7

 

Encryption: securetext/novis/noaud

Receipt notification: disabled

From: “Captain Luta Paixon”

<lutapaixon.taneikaireg.nearspace*web>

To: “Anonymous” <ID 32597564512>

Date: Sat, 14 Dec 2284 11:16:55 -0500

 

To whom it may concern: Please forward this and the attached message along the route established. There is no danger to you or recipient.

 

Many thanks,

Luta Paixon,

Captain, Tane Ikai

 

Encoded inside that message was the one I wanted Mother to read. I used the same password she'd placed on the L/L chip; she'd figure it out.

 

Mother,

You said: No one should have sole control of human aging. Think about it?

Come home,

Luta

 

Four days later I was lying on my bunk, trying to get some rest. That goal was being thwarted by my brain insisting on trying to figure out how I was going to pay for a new main drive, when Baden commed me. We'd made the skip through to Beta Comae Berenices the day before, with the Winchester hovering behind us like an anxious mother, and tomorrow we should make the wormhole to MI 2 Eridani. One more skip from there would take us to Beta Hydri and the proceedings on Vele.

“Captain, message for you.”

I sat up and touched my implant. “From Lanar?”

“No.” Baden's voice sounded strange. “It purports to be—from you.”

“On my datapad,” I said, bounding for the desk to snatch it up. It wasn't vid, only a text message, and it was brief.

 

Received: from [205152.59.68] Eri Main Datastation

STATIC ELECTRONIC MESSAGE: 25.7

 

Encryption: securetext/novis/noaud

Receipt notification: enabled

From: “Captain L. Paixon”

<lpaixon5064.public.nearspace*web>

To: “Luta Paixon” <ID 59836254471>

Date: Wed, 18 Dec 2284 6:25:22 -0500

 

Dear Luta,

You may be right. I'll see you on Vele.

M.

 

I thumbed my implant comm. “Baden, where did this message come from?”

“Through the comm relay from MI 2 Eridani,” he said.

It did have the relay stamp from the Eri datastation at the top, but that didn't mean it had originated there. It could have bounced around Nearspace for a while before it got to me.

It seemed like, at least when this message had been sent, she'd been safe. And somehow, she knew about what was happening on Vele. I wondered if Lanar had found a way to get a message to her, too, or if her network of contacts was just that good.

Either way, it seemed like everything was going to come together on Vele. I rolled over, closed my eyes, and this time my brain let me sleep.

 


 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four
One's Aspect to the Sun

 

 

 

 

 

Vele was a smallish planet, about the size of Mars, circling its star at a distance similar to Earth's from Sol. It was Earthlike and yet somehow alien; it had little axial tilt and so seemed to have one long temperate season that rarely varied, and something in their biochemical makeup made a lot of the plants look wrong. It was a nice enough planet, though, and I would have liked it more had it not been the place where Hirin originally took sick.

Mother was as good as her word. We said goodbye to the Winchester and set down on Vele late one mild, starry night, and the next morning I was barely dressed when I got a message ping. It was voice-only, but it was Mother. “Are you accepting visitors?” she asked.

“Dock One-Eleven,” I said. “I'll be at the bridge deck airlock.”

“Wait inside. I'll knock,” she said.

I supposed it was to avoid drawing attention; me standing alone outside the door, obviously waiting for someone. She was the expert at all this cloak-and-dagger stuff, so I did as she asked.

When the knock came, I opened the airlock immediately and there she was, standing at the top of the metal staircase. Her hair was a rich, dark brown with pale highlights now, and she wore the midnight blue uniform of a dockworker. She carried a canvas carryall slung over her shoulder and vidshades hid her eyes, but it was her. She was smiling.

I waited until we were inside before I said anything. “So, you're here to see if PrimeCorp can wiggle out of this one?”

She pulled me into a quick hug. “Actually,” she said, “I'm mostly here for you.”

“For me?”

She slid the vidshades off and tucked them into her carryall. “Do you have any caff?”

I shook my head. “Sorry, not being much of a hostess, am I? Let's go to the galley.”

Strangely, it was deserted. I pulled us both steaming mugs from the machine, and we sat down at the long table. “That was some message you sent me,” she said, looking around the room. “Nice ship you have here.”

“Thanks,” I said. “There wasn't much to it. The message, I mean.”

“No, but you certainly got straight to the point, and it made me think.” She blew across the top of her caff, making the liquid ripple and steam writhe in the air. “I hadn't really stopped to think about things for quite a while. I was on automatic pilot, you might say. It was . . . a wake-up call. Anyway,” she went on, pulling a datapad from her carryall and setting it on the table between us, “I've sent this data to Lanar. Dates, names, and details on the research data PrimeCorp appropriated and sabotaged, what companies were involved—everything.”

I looked up from the pad, meeting her eyes. “You sent the message.”

She nodded. “I sent the message.”

“And your people?  Are they out of PrimeCorp's reach?”

“No-one on that end realizes what's happened yet. By the time PrimeCorp gets notice of this, they'll be well away.”

“PrimeCorp's going to have a lot of things to worry about, all of a sudden.”

She shrugged and turned the datapad around with a finger. “Let's hope so. At any rate, I've decided that I have to let it go,” she said simply. “I'm going to go and talk with Schulyer, release my research data publicly, and let PrimeCorp take me to court if they want. They'll stop bothering you, at any rate.” She put a hand on one of mine. “It was probably the hardest thing I've ever done to leave you on Kiando. Leave you again. Seeing you, and Hirin, and Maja—it sort of cracked something inside me.”

“I would have helped you, you know.” I couldn't stop myself from saying it. “You didn't have to disappear.”

She sighed. “I know. You know what happened?”

“Yuskeya told me, what she knew, anyway.”

Mother sat back in the chair, cupping her mug in both hands and staring into its depths. “I just did what I've been doing for so many years. Put the plan into action. Keep moving. I had a dummy ticket booked on that starliner that was orbiting Kiando—that's standard practice for me. So I took a shuttle up to the starliner under one of my other identities, changed my appearance in a stateroom, caught a shuttle back down to the planet, and hopped on a short trader to Cengare. From there I shipped out for MI 2 Eridani. And the whole time, I was thinking what a fool I was, and how I should have just gone with you.”

I smiled wryly. “Turns out, that would have been a bad idea. PrimeCorp caught up with me almost right away and ended up nearly destroying my ship.”

She met my eyes then. “But I still would have been there. I would have been part of your life for once, instead of just watching from the outside.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes. Finally I said, “I watched the videos. Showed them to Lanar, too.”

“So you know the best and the worst of it.”

“You didn't do anything I wouldn't have done.”

She smiled at that.

I sipped from my own mug. “You know what I got out of it all? That at some point, people should start benefiting from your research. Isn't that what all your work has been about?”

She didn't answer, so I went on.

“I know it's a worry—what will happen. But you can't take all the responsibility on yourself. We've been hunting immortality, wishing for it, working towards it, for centuries. You're only the locus that all that work has led to. You're the last function in the equation. Most people will probably embrace the technology, but some won't. Society will change, of course, evolve just as it always has when conditions change. You can't take it on yourself to be responsible for what immortality will mean to humanity. You have to give people the chance, and the choice. What happens then—well, it can't be your worry.”

“Your message made me come to a similar conclusion,” she said. “But the letting go—I want to. It won't be easy.”

“You don't have to stop your own research,” I said. “It's what you love doing. You just have to focus on the people you'll be helping. Take Hirin, for example. I gave Hirin a blood transfusion a few weeks ago, and the changes in him have been—well, unbelievable.”

Mother stared at me. “What?”

I realized that Mother didn't know about Hirin's virus, and told the story as succinctly as I could. “He had a bad reaction when we went through the Split. The virus surged, and it affected his heart. We decided to gamble that a transfusion from me might help.”

“Transferable bioscavs? I wouldn't have thought—especially that generation, and after so long . . .” She stared into the distance, likely envisioning complex formulae and nanostructures I couldn't even begin to imagine. “They didn't have any adverse effects?”

I chuckled. “Well, they seemed about to kill him for a few days, but then he got better. Since then they—the bioscavengers, I guess—have been reversing a lot of the damage age has done to him. It's noticeable already.”

She still seemed stunned. “After so long in your system . . . I wouldn't have thought—” her voice caught and tears sprang to her eyes.

“What is it?”

“If I'd realized sooner . . . but it never worked in tests—”

My heart lurched. Perhaps the transfusion had been an even bigger gamble than I'd thought. I caught her hand briefly and squeezed. “It's okay. I know you would have told us if you'd known. Maybe it had something to do with the particular virus Hirin had.”

“Is Hirin here? I'd like to run some tests, if he'd let me.”

I smiled. Whatever else I might convince my mother to do, she'd never stop being a scientist. “I'm sure he will.” I touched my implant and messaged Hirin, asking him to meet us in the galley. “What about the new generation of bioscavs—the ones you mentioned in the video?  Will they work for Hirin?”

“Ye-es,” she said hesitantly. “They'd be more limited. I wouldn't say they could prolong his life indefinitely. But they'd extend it for a good many years yet.”

Hirin came into the galley, stopped dead and did a double-take. “Hola, that is weird. Even with the different hair colour, you two look amazingly alike. You're going to have to wear name tags if you're both going to be on this ship. I don't want to start making passes at my mother-in-law by mistake.”

I took a swipe at him as he passed me, which he ducked with newly-reacquired speed. “If a man can't tell his wife from her mother—” I started, but he cut me off.

“Hey, I get to plead extremely unusual circumstances,” he protested as he filled a mug with chai for himself.

“Mother wants to take a look at your virus, and your bioscavs,” I said. “Do you mind?”

He shook his head and held out his arm, implant facing Mother. “But will there be anything of the virus left to find?”

“Oh, I think so,” Mother said. She placed her datapad gently over Hirin's implant, waiting for the connection. “The bioscavengers would deal with the virus in one of several ways—by neutralizing parts of it or by altering the body's reaction to it—but they wouldn't necessarily erase it. And I want to see how they've adapted themselves to your body, too.”

“I still have all the data Dr. Ndasa collected,” Hirin volunteered. “He gave me a copy to keep for my own records.”

The datapad chittered and Mother removed it, pressing her fingers swiftly over the screen. “I'd love to see it, Hirin. The comparison would be valuable. This will just take a few minutes to analyze.”

He found it on his datapad and sent it to her, and while the datapad performed its operations, Mother questioned Hirin closely about his condition at all stages of the virus's progress. I sat back and sipped my double caff, savouring not only the hot, sweet bite of the drink but also the fact that we could talk about Hirin's illness in the past tense.

The datapad alert announced that the analysis was finished, and Mother looked it over, frowning.

“What?”

She shook her head. “Let me check something.” She pulled a chipcase from her bag and loaded another chip into the datapad.

“Is something wrong?”

“The virus,” she said distractedly, scrolling through pages on the datapad. “There's something—it's familiar.”

Hirin and I shared a look, but said nothing. Mother studied the screen, occasionally pursing her lips and squinting at the data. The suspense was almost intolerable and I was about to speak when she abruptly got up from the table, still staring at the datapad screen. “I don't want to believe this.”

I just looked at her until she continued.

“The virus contains a gene sequence that belongs to PrimeCorp. They own the patent on it. I know because I helped create it.”

“Dr. Ndasa told me it was synthetic—engineered. That it must have been spread by accident.”

“It should have been completely destroyed when we were finished with it. It shouldn't still be in existence.” She sat down again. “And it definitely shouldn't be in Hirin.”

“So . . . you think PrimeCorp wasn't careful enough with it? Or sold it?”

She didn't answer, drumming her long fingers on the table and staring at a spot on the far wall. Finally she said, “No. It's too much of a coincidence. My guess would be that PrimeCorp deliberately exposed you to it in an attempt to find out what your bioscavengers could do.”

“But it happened here, on Vele! They would have had to follow us out here, and then find a way to infect us! And how could they do that without risking exposure for other people?”

“Maybe they didn't care. This is PrimeCorp, remember?” Hirin said. He rubbed his stubbled chin contemplatively. “It would explain some things. Like why the doctors never could pinpoint what kind of virus it was.”

“There'd be nothing obvious to link it to PrimeCorp, not for anyone who hadn't worked on the project.” She stood again and paced the length of the galley. “What did you do when Hirin first got sick?”

“We headed straight back to Earth.” I looked out the viewport, remembering those terrible days. “There were reasonably good medical facilities close by on Vileyra, but the colonies were still young. We thought the newest and best treatment would be Earthside.”

“And it kept getting worse on Earth, then regressed once you left?”

Hirin shook his head. “For a long time it was up and down. We kept trading, tried to ignore it. I'd have flare-ups, then it would calm down, just simmer for a while. Didn't seem to make a difference if I was Earthside or anywhere else in Nearspace.”

“But when you . . . reached the point where you couldn't manage the trade runs anymore?”

“It got steadily worse once I went into care,” Hirin said. “Slowly, but steadily. It didn't improve until I left Earth the last time.”

“Almost like someone was trying to make sure Luta stayed to look after you?'

I broke in. “What are you saying? That PrimeCorp—”

“Do you think it would be difficult for them to find someone in a care facility who could make sure a patient got sicker instead of better—if the price was right?”

I stared at her. When I could speak, my voice was only a whisper. “You think PrimeCorp was making sure Hirin got worse, and he started to recover when he came with me because they couldn't . . . get at him any longer?  That's monstrous!”

Hirin narrowed his eyes. “But it makes sense. And it explains why they were so reluctant to let me leave. They couldn't forbid it, but they did everything short of that. Including trying to say I was crazy.”

I still didn't want to believe it. A sick churning roiled in my stomach. All this time I'd thought I was doing what was best for Hirin, and in fact I'd only been leaving him in jeopardy alone. I didn't want to accept that it might be true. “What about the Split?  When the virus surged again?  PrimeCorp couldn't have engineered that!”

“I can't answer that part of it, Luta,” Mother said. “It could have been something caused directly by the Split, or the virus could have been engineered to surge after a certain amount of exposure to wormhole radiation—that would be an effective way of limiting travel.”

“I'm going to have to kill him.”  My voice seemed alarmingly calm, even to my ears. “Sedmamin. For doing this to you.”

Hirin took me by the shoulders and turned me to face him. His blue-grey eyes were intense as they fastened on mine and his hands were strong and firm, not the weak, fragile hands of such a short time ago. “You're going to do no such thing, Luta. Listen, PrimeCorp is going to get what's coming to it. The Protectorate is going to see to that. We're going to let them take care of it, and we're not wasting any more time or worry on Sedmamin or the rest of them. This is not the beginning of a vendetta. I've been given the gift of more time, and I have better things to do with it.” He gave me a gentle shake. “Got it?”

That's when I burst into tears. I guess I got it.

Hirin told me later that Maja cried, too, when he told her about it.

 

 

I can say unequivocally that giving evidence in a proceeding before the Nearspace Worlds Administrative Council is the most boring thing I've ever done. Lanar arrived on Vele just a day before the actual hearing was due to start, and we had a nice reunion, he and I and Mother. It made for a welcome break in the monotony, because by then we'd all been interviewed, signed affidavits, turned over evidence, been interviewed about the evidence, and then been cross-interviewed about everything again by PrimeCorp's lawyers. A lot of paperwork and bland meeting rooms and hurry-up-and-wait. There were no courtroom dramas, no damning accusations from a witness stand. This was the Protectorate's show, and Lanar had done his part remotely from his ship. I would have given almost anything to simply slip away some night and burn for the nearest wormhole, but that would have solved only the boredom problem. I wanted to stay around and see how it all fell out.

And how it all fell out wasn't the most I could have hoped for, but it was pretty satisfying. The Protectorate had quite a bundle of charges, thanks to our evidence, to take to the Council. In addition to its own evidence of manufacturing and transporting illegal tech, there were the instances of piracy, kidnapping, industrial espionage, use of illegal viruses and stripped ops, and unprovoked firing upon a civilian ship.

It certainly would have been interesting to observe the proceedings, because I'm sure that  delicately balanced web of interplanetary relationships throughout Nearspace that Lanar had talked about came into play—who sided with PrimeCorp and who with the Protectorate, and what political leverage was brought to bear. The media certainly gave it full play on the vids and the web (although they weren't privy to the deliberations, either, so a lot of it was speculation) and PrimeCorp's net worth valuation took a pretty deep hit. Not enough to ruin the corporation, because as Lanar had said, ruination wasn't feasible—at least not yet. They couldn't make all the charges stick, or possibly some were negotiated away. But the PrimeCorp foundations shook, no doubt about it.

Predictably, Alin Sedmamin came out smelling—if not like a rose, at least mostly free of the odour of corruption. Dores Amadoro didn't fare so well, and was facing time in prison. Sedmamin managed to sidestep most of the responsibility for the criminal activity, allowing it to land squarely on her shoulders. Somehow it came to light that all those criminal happenings had been instigated or carried out by her, acting on her own initiative. The Board of Directors was shocked—simply shocked, that such a viper had been sheltering within its walls.

I didn't believe it one bit, obviously, but I still didn't feel sorry for her. Dealing with someone like Sedmamin, she should have known he'd be the last person to take responsibility for failure.

It was Lanar who stopped by Dock One-Eleven to give me all that news. “It'll be pinging all over Nearspace tomorrow,” he said, “but I wanted you to hear it first.”

We were in the galley, in the two big armchairs facing each other, mugs of double caff in hand. It was quiet, except for a dull thumping that signalled Viss was labouring away on the repairs to Engineering.

“I'd rather hear that Sedmamin was going down,” I said, “but I'll take Amadoro as a consolation prize. Do you think they'll go after Mother when she leaks the research data?”

He shook his head. He was off-duty, and had traded his Protectorate uniform for jeans and a transform t-shirt. “If I know Mother, she'll do it in a way that won't be directly traceable to her. If anyone knows how to do that, I'm sure she does.” He grinned. “And don't be too certain about Sedmamin. His day is coming. I expect his Board of Directors is going to be very unhappy with him after this, if only because it happened on his watch.”

“Thankful for small victories,” I said, and raised my mug.

He leaned forward to touch his mug to mine. “Speaking of victories, your evidence really helped us out, Luta. No-one could argue that it was just Protectorate harassment or trumped-up charges. The Protectorate is going to be grateful. Quiet, but grateful.”

“Huh. If they'll turn that gratitude into a new, upgraded main drive, that might compensate me for my trouble.” I was still not entirely over the way Lanar had gone behind my back with Yuskeya, but I never could stay very angry with him. I changed the subject. “So I suppose you'll be wanting my navigator back now. Where am I supposed to find another one as good as Yuskeya?”

Lanar glanced away, not meeting my eyes, then back. “Actually, I want to talk to you about that. I hear you're taking Mother back to Kiando. Could I leave Yuskeya with you for that trip? I want her to meet with our agents there to—discuss a few things.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I'm suspicious already, but sure, I'll take her back. She can spend the time bringing me double caff and cinnamon pano to make up for lying to me.”

“I don't think that's in her job description,” he said, grinning again. “Any of them. But you can try.”

 

 

Maja knocked on the door of my cabin one evening as I was looking over cargo manifests for likely jobs. The repairs to the Tane Ikai were almost complete, and we'd be shipping out for Kiando soon. Might as well travel with full cargo pods, even if the Protectorate had paid for the new drive. I put the datapad aside when she came in.

She wasn't the same Maja who'd come aboard on Eri. Her blonde hair spilled down from a girlish ponytail and her blue eyes were lively. She smiled at me as she settled herself in my big armchair and tucked her feet up comfortably.

“Are you making plans for taking Grandmother back to Kiando?” she asked.

I nodded. “Looking for some likely cargo to haul on the way there, anyway. She's anxious to see Gusain Buig again, so I don't think she'll want me to make too many stops along the way.”

She licked her lips. “I've been thinking . . . I'd like to stay on for a few runs, if it's all right with you. I'm starting to think that I didn't give space travel enough of a chance when I was younger.”

“Does my communications officer have anything to do with that idea?”

She flushed slightly. “You know about that?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Maja, I'm your mother. And we both know why, despite my age, I'm not senile just yet.”

She laughed then, a sound I couldn't hear often enough. “Do you mind?”

“Why should I mind? Baden is a good man. He wouldn't be on my crew if I didn't think so. He does have a bit of a reputation—”

“As a womanizer. I know all about it.”

“—and I thought he and Rei had something going—”

“Baden told me about that, so I talked to Rei, too. She laughed, very nicely, and said he was 'amusing' on long runs, but that she has a fiancé back on Eri whom she'll be marrying 'when he's old enough.'” Maja raised her eyebrows. “What's that about?”

Sankta merdo! I'd known the crew had secrets, but the ones I'd learned lately were not what I'd expected. “I have no idea, and nothing you or anyone else does is any of my business. I can't keep track of it, anyway. So yes, I'd be very happy if you stayed with us for awhile, and so would your father. There's a lot in Nearspace I'd like you to see.”

She leaned her head back against the chair. “I had a nice talk with Grandmother, too, today. I thought at first I'd feel angry with her, since she was really the beginning of all this. But I don't.”  She took a deep breath and looked around my cabin thoughtfully. “Everything I worried about for so long seems to be awfully far away now. And everything important is right here.”

I smiled. “That's a good thing.”

She nodded. “That,” she said, “is a very good thing.”

 

 

Weeks later, back on Kiando, Mother and I took a long walk together, a real outdoors walk through some of the vineyards where the fruit for jarlees wine grew. They were reminiscent of vineyards on earth, although the jarlee vines grew over tall, arching trellises and sported pale, burgundy-veined leaves. Anyone seeing us would think we were sisters, not mother and daughter, and I was thinking about how alike we were, and how alike Maja and I were also turning out to be.

“So you're staying on here for a while.” It wasn't really a question; the relationship I'd suspected she had with Gusain Buig had turned out to be very obvious, and she'd already been talking about getting back to her ongoing research. The trip to Schulyer Group's labs was in the works, and Dr. Ndasa was keen to show her what they'd done.

She nodded and sighed. “And you're not, I suppose.”

I smiled. “Part of me would like to. We still have years' worth of things to catch up on. But you're going to be pretty busy for a while.”

“That's for certain. But I'd squeeze you in.”

“I know. I think it will be even more fun if I come back later, and bring Karro and Aliande, and their children, if they'll come. I'll mention it to Lanar next time I talk to him. We'll have a real family reunion.”

“That would be wonderful.” Her voice was warm, and there was a catch in it.

I pulled a dark violet jarlee fruit from one of the vines and rolled it in my fingers, enjoying the plump promise of sweetness.

“Hirin came to see me about the new breed of bioscavengers,” she said. “I explained what they could and couldn't do for him. But he seemed happy for whatever they'll accomplish.”

“He's already had the treatment?” I was surprised he hadn't told me.

“Yesterday. Maybe he wanted to surprise you.”

“Hmmm. Maybe.” I thought it might be something else, but I'd have to ask him later. “Mother, it's kind of strange, but—now that the die is cast, I think I understand your hesitation to unleash immortality on humans.”

Mother laughed. “Oh, really? You told me rather bluntly that it wasn't my business to decide for the entire race.”

“Well, something like that, I guess. But when I think about people like Alin Sedmamin and Dores Amadoro, I wonder if you weren't right after all. We could do a lot of harm if mortality isn't an issue anymore. There seems to be an almost limitless capacity for greed and mean-spiritedness in us as a race.”

“We could.” She picked a jarlee fruit and popped it into her mouth. “On the other hand, we might get over the short-sightedness that's plagued us for centuries. Might be more mindful of the hundred-year consequences of our actions if we have every expectation of being around to experience them. We have great capacity for kindness and compassion, too.”

“True.” I grinned. “I guess we'll just have to wait and see, won't we?”

“I guess so. There's a quotation from an old Earth writer that's always intrigued me. It goes, 'I don't believe in ageing. I believe in forever altering one's aspect to the sun.' I don't know what she actually meant by that, since she killed herself years later, but I've always taken it to mean that instead of worrying about getting older, we should instead be able to use time to change our perspective on things. Change how we see the universe and the face we present to it.” She laughed a little. “I guess that's what I hope this research will ultimately enable people to do. Alter their perspective from time to time, because they'll be around long enough to do it.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I guess that's what I've been doing for years, I just didn't realize it.”

We walked a long way in silence after that, and it was perfectly okej.

 

 

That night when we were getting ready for bed, I told Hirin about my visit with Mother.

He smiled. “I'm so glad you finally found her. All that time—it wasn't wasted.”

“I wouldn't have said it was wasted, anyway.” I sat beside him on the bed. “We had a lot of good years out there on the Tane Ikai.”

“And a lot of close calls,” he said with a chuckle. Then his face grew serious. “Luta, this has turned out so differently than what we talked about when I left Earth. You've gotten into something you didn't expect . . . or maybe even want.”

I'd suspected as much. I turned to meet his eyes, eyes I'd looked into for decades, loving them with every glance. They were no longer clouded with age, no longer sunken—the bioscavengers had taken a good fifteen years off his appearance and probably fixed him up inside even better than that.

None of that mattered to me at all. I'd never felt that he'd aged beyond me, only that he'd been subject to forces that had bypassed me, like an illness to which I'd been blessed with immunity. Our souls were the same age, and that was what had brought us together and kept us together all that time, anyway.

“Mother said you went to see her yesterday. Looks like you don't have to worry about dying in space—or anywhere—just yet.”

He nodded. “But you weren't counting on that, and I'll understand if you'd rather—”

I kissed him, which shut him up briefly, but then he pulled away and said, “No, I'm serious about this—”

“And so am I.” I kissed him again, harder this time. “You silly old man. You're not getting rid of me that easily. Unless you're thinking you want a younger woman now—”

At which point he made it very clear that, in fact, he did not.

 

THE END
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Away! the moor is dark beneath the moon,

Rapid clouds have drunk the last pale beam of even:

Away! the gathering winds will call the darkness soon,

And profoundest midnight shroud the serene lights of heaven.

 

~ “Remorse,” Percy Bysshe Shelley

 

 

 

 

 

 


Prologue – Jahelia





Planet Quma, 2276

 

THE SMALL, DINGY room where my father lay had taken on the cloying scent of death. It clung to the yellowed lampshade on the night table, to the blue and green embroidered coverlet my mother had once smoothed so meticulously, to the curtains he’d insisted on keeping closed for weeks now. He would not leave this room alive, and he and the room—and I—knew it.

He’d been dying by inches for months. The tiny machines that had toiled vigorously inside his body for decades had finally begun to fail, and there was no-one in Nearspace who could fix them.

At least, that was what he had told me. I’d asked him over and over, and his answer was always the same. Until the last time.

“It’s my own damn fault,” he wheezed as I held the glass of water close to his lips, waiting for him to take a sip. It wasn’t cold any longer, but he preferred it this way. It might calm the cough and it might make it worse: every swallow was a toss-up.

“Shhh, paĉjo. Just take a little drink, now.”

He pushed the glass away with a hand that shook more every day, but was still strong enough to make his will known. His mind had flown into the past, still retracing old regrets. “I should have waited until we were further along. Until we knew for sure that we had it right. I jumped the gun. But PrimeCorp—”

He launched into a fit of coughing that wracked his entire body, from his sunken chest right down to the thin, mottled sticks his legs had become beneath the coverlet. I rubbed his back, feeling the bones sharp through his thin pyjamas and fragile skin. When the cough released him, he dropped against the pillows and lay still, panting.

“There’s no-one else from your old team who might know something? Anything that might help?” I prodded again, although I was convinced by now that it was useless. He hadn’t contacted anyone for help when Mamma was dying—he wouldn’t do it for himself. But I had to ask. I was sure he was holding out on me, and equally sure that he would take his secrets to the grave with him.

He lay staring at the ceiling, unmoving for so long that I was tempted to put my ear to his chest to make sure his heart still beat. If I watched closely, though, I could make out the shallow rise and fall of his breathing.

“How are you feeling, Lia?” he asked finally. The change of subject, and the sudden use of my childhood nickname, threw me for a moment.

“Me? I’m fine, Dad.”

He turned his gaze to me, his rheumy eyes red-rimmed and watery from the coughing fit, yet still piercing. He nodded. “You’ve got the next generation. Not the same as mine. Not the same as your mother’s. You should be fine. I don’t want you worrying.”

I shifted uncomfortably on the hard wooden chair next to the bed. “I know. It’s okej.”

His eyes found the ceiling again, focused as if he were trying to count every crack in the aging plaster. His next words were barely louder than a whisper. “But I don’t know for sure. Not for sure.”

I tried to keep my voice light. “Well, no-one knows much for sure, right? We all have to take it one day at a time. We’ve already had more than most. And anyway, once you feel better—”

He shook his head, slowly. “We should have known for sure.”

I patted his hand, my unlined one a stark contrast to his newly age-spotted skin and deeply grooved lines. The changes had come on suddenly, alarmingly. “I’ve had a good run so far. I’ve got no complaints.”

He twitched his hand out from under mine as if my touch were hot. “I made a promise,” he said, his voice stronger than I’d heard it in days. “I made a promise and I kept it, goddamn it, but I’m not taking it to my grave. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, but they don’t matter now.”

I wondered if he was starting to ramble, and bit my lip. I itched to get up and open the curtains, let some light in to the stifling room. Instead I straightened the things on the night-table. His water glass and datapad and glasses. He’d only started wearing them two months ago and resented them heartily.

“At least your mother never knew.” His voice was lazy, distant.

I’d been worried for weeks now that his mind would start to break, not sure how I would handle that. “Shhh, Dad,” I tried. “It’s okej. You should rest, not worry yourself about the past.”

He reached out and grabbed my hand again, squeezing it. “But this does matter. It matters to you, and your future. It will matter if your bioscavs ever start to fail, too.”

His hand squeezed mine painfully, but I didn’t pull away. If your bioscavs ever start to fail. The one thing I feared the most, now. Now that I’d seen it happen to both my parents.

“There is someone. One person in all of Nearspace who could help. A woman. My old team leader. In spite of—in spite of me, she’d help you, I think.”

Something dark clutched at my heart. “What? I’ve asked and asked you this! Why didn’t you say—”

“I wouldn’t ask. Not for myself.” He shook his head vehemently.

“She might have been able to help you!”

“No. She doesn’t even know—but for you . . . she had a daughter, too. She’d understand.”

“Could she still be alive?”

He laughed, a short sharp bark that held no humour. “Oh, she’s still alive, I’m sure. She’d have used the bioscavs, no doubt—probably better, newer ones than mine.”

“What’s her name? I’ll get in touch with her. I’ll ask her to help you, if you won’t ask yourself.”

He shook his head mutely again, and I snatched my hand away from his. I stood, knocking the chair over. It hit the floor with a dull thud. “I’ll get her here. I’ll make her help you—”

He’d closed his eyes and eased back against the pillows again. “No, Jahelia. Not for me. But I’ll make sure you know . . . if you need her. Only if you need her . . .”

His voice trailed away as he fell asleep, quickly, in mid-thought, as he was prone to do lately. I stood staring down at him for a few long moments, shaking, damping down the anger. He didn’t have to be dying! He’d lied to me! There was someone out there—somewhere in Nearspace—who might have been able to help him. But he’d been too stubborn to ask. Not for Mamma, either.

I ran a hand through my hair and blew out a long breath. That was him all over.

Slowly I righted the chair and took the glass of water to freshen it up for when he woke later. My eyes strayed to his datapad, dust-covered on the nightstand since he hadn’t bothered with it for weeks now. I picked it up, glancing over to make sure he hadn’t woken up as suddenly as he’d fallen asleep. He wouldn’t like me snooping around in his data. But his eyes were still closed, the thin, blue-veined lids twitching slightly.

I weighed the datapad in my hand, considering. There might be nothing on it, no clues to this woman he’d mentioned. I licked my lips. But if there was a chance . . . I’d risk his anger. Tech was my thing, and I doubted the old man could have a pass-encryption on his data that I couldn’t break. I was going crazy sitting in this tiny walk-up, anyway.

I took the datapad with me out to the pallid kitchen and set to work.

 

I’D UNDERESTIMATED MY father. He must have paid some techdog a pile of credits to pass-encrypt that datapad. He could have simply asked me to do it, but then I’d know the way in. It was obvious that I was one of the people he’d been keeping secrets from for a long, long time. I cracked it, ironically, the day he died, and later found the key scrawled on a paper he’d hidden under his mattress for me to find. That assuaged my guilt at breaking into his datapad.

There was no news for me in the fact that he’d worked for PrimeCorp as a genetics researcher, searching for ways to extend the human lifespan. Searching for the fountain of youth, or at least for the nanobioscavengers of immortality. He’d apparently found them, too, as my youthful appearance attested. I’d known that for a long time, and known what he’d done with them just before the project had come to a mysterious end. Some people might think it unethical to inject your two-year-old daughter with barely-tested nanotechnology, but I couldn’t fault him, not really. Not when I looked—and felt—twenty-eight instead of seventy-seven. Not when the same technology had kept him and Mamma alive and healthy too, letting us travel the reaches of Nearspace together—until the day it all started to go wrong. I’d blamed him for the choices he’d made. Still did. But there were things I hadn’t known.

That my father had been blackmailed, a coercion that dictated how he and my mother and I had lived the rest of our lives together. That the woman responsible had also made herself the self-appointed gatekeeper of immortality for the entire human race, and shut down the project. I realized now, as I read the files, hands trembling with repressed anger, that if the project had been allowed to continue, my parents would probably still be alive. The name of the woman responsible was there, too. And the way that everything circled back to PrimeCorp, and ethics, and money, the way that everything always comes down to the money.

That even now, my father had died when he could have been saved.

Those were the things he’d kept from me.

Those were the things I vowed to do something about.

 

 


Chapter 1 – Luta
Homecoming Delayed

 

 

 

 

Nearspace, 2284

 

I WAS ALONE on the bridge, enjoying a mug of hot, sweet double caff and a few minutes of uncommon solitude, when the comm signaled a message from my brother the Admiralo. My far trader, the Tane Ikai, plied the spacelanes about halfway between Mars and Earth. It had been a long and difficult few weeks since Lanar and I had left our mother behind again on Kiando after an all-too-brief reunion, and I hadn’t expected to hear from him at least until we’d arrived Earthside.

“Salut, Kapitano,” he said in Esper, grey eyes twinkling as I opened the comm screen. “How are things aboard my favourite far trader?”

“Don’t even ask,” I told him, shaking my head. But I smiled at him. “It’s good to see you again, little brother.”

His eyes narrowed immediately. “What’s wrong?”

I sighed and shrugged. “How long have you got?”

He sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his steel-blue Protectorate uniform. Behind him, a viewport opened to an endless starfield, so he was certainly aboard his own ship, the Nearspace Protectorate vessel S. Cheswick. The Cheswick was a Pegasus-class ship, with a hundred and seventy-five crew aboard, but Lanar seemed to manage them with ease. “I’ve got time, Luta. Spill it.”

Well, with such a large crew under him, maybe he could give me some pointers. I relaxed in my own chair, ticking items off on my fingers. “I’ll give you the condensed version. Viss won’t speak to Yuskeya, and he’s grimly overhauling every system on board to keep busy. Yuskeya, or Commander Blue to you, hardly pokes her nose out of her quarters unless she has a duty shift.” I gave Lanar a look to remind him that I still hadn’t entirely forgiven him for secretly installing an undercover Protectorate officer on my bridge, then went on.

“Rei got a message the other day that she refuses to talk about, even to me, and she’s spending every off-duty minute practicing some kind of Erian martial art down in an empty cargo pod. It seems to involve considerable amounts of screaming.” I rubbed my temples. My nanobioscavengers were probably the only thing keeping my blood pressure from spiking merely talking about it.

“And Hirin has decided that he hates PrimeCorp so much, he’s planning to research everything they’ve ever done until he uncovers enough dirt to bury them. The only ones who aren’t miserable are Baden and Maja, and watching them gaze at each other all starry-eyed is making everyone else crankier. Is that enough?”

I took a sip of the smooth, creamy liquid, hoping Lanar wouldn’t notice I was leaving something out–the tension between my husband, Hirin, and me. Or what had been bothering me ever since Lanar and I had finally found our long-lost mother. Sisters have to keep some secrets, after all.

Lanar raised his eyebrows. “Well, everyone hates PrimeCorp, so I can’t fault Hirin for that. But it does sound like you’ve got your hands full.” A slight frown creased his smooth forehead. “I’d wondered why Commander Blue’s reports were slow, but I thought things were just—quiet.”

I chuckled mirthlessly. “Oh, they’re quiet, all right. Unless you go down to the cargo pod with Rei. Frankly, I can’t wait to get Earthside for a little shore leave.”

Lanar broke eye contact with me, glancing down at his desk. “Um, about that, Luta . . .”

“Dio, Lanar, don’t tell me there’s some reason we can’t go to Earth now?”

It was his turn to sigh, and he glanced up, grey eyes apologetic. “Remember when we were on Vele, and you wondered how long Yuskeya would be staying on board your ship?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“I said there was something I’d talk to you about when you got back to Sol system.”

“I thought it would be when we got Earthside, and that it actually had something to do with Yuskeya,” I said, “but go on.”

He leaned toward his comm screen. “How’s your encryption level?”

“If I know Baden, better than yours,” I told him with a grin. My comm officer was a techdog, and he liked to have the latest—everything. “He upgraded it when we were on Kiando.”

Lanar quirked a half-smile. “Maybe I should borrow him sometime. Anyone there with you?”

I started to shake my head, but footsteps sounded in the corridor outside the bridge and I turned to see Yuskeya crossing toward me, carrying a steaming mug and a plate of cinnamon pano. It was still early morning, shiptime, and her duty shift wasn’t set to start for a while yet, but her long dark hair was neatly plaited and her shipsuit fresh and crisp. Only the creases at the top of the suit’s legs betrayed the fact that she’d been up and dressed and probably sitting and reading for a while now. We’d all taken refuge in something to ease the tension aboard the ship, and Yuskeya’s escape, like mine, was books.

She halted far enough away that she couldn’t see the comm screen and raised her eyebrows.

“Yuskeya just came in,” I told Lanar. “I think everyone else is still asleep.”

“Well, actually, that’s perfekta,” he said. “It will save me briefing her later. Ask her to sit in, would you, Luta?”

“Your boss,” I told Yuskeya, tilting my head toward the comm screen. “He wants to talk to both of us. Extra encryption level, so I’m sure we can both guess what that means.”

“Trouble?” Yuskeya said, grinning. She set the mugs down with the plate of pano between us, and pulled an extra skimchair over before saluting Lanar and sitting down.

I took a slice of cinnamon bread as Lanar and Yuskeya exchanged greetings. It was crumbly and delicious, as I knew it would be; Yuskeya had been pampering me a little on this trip. Her way of making up for keeping the secret of her identity as a Protectorate officer from me for the last year or so.

“So what’s happening to keep us from Earth?” I asked, before they could get too involved in Protectorate gossip and forget all about me.

Lanar held up a hand. “Now, it’s only a favour. You’re not under any obligation to act for the Protectorate if you’d rather not.”

I waved that away, the cinnamon bread sprinkling crumbs across the comm panel. “Sure. But I know you wouldn’t be asking if you didn’t really need help, and if you really need help you know I’ll do it. So tell me.”

He grinned again, and I knew he’d been counting on that. “Okej, here’s the situation. A new wormhole’s been discovered in the Delta Pavonis system.”

“Really?” Yuskeya narrowed her eyes. “I hadn’t heard that.” As navigator, she made it her business to keep informed about new wormhole discoveries.

“Almost no-one has,” Lanar said to placate her. “The Protectorate is keeping it pretty quiet. It’s not the wormhole itself, but what’s on the other side.”

“Which is?” I prompted, when he didn’t continue.

“Are you sure about that encryption?”

“Dio, Lanar,” I said in exasperation. “If you don’t trust it, then come and meet me, and we’ll talk in person. After I’ve had a nice long vacation Earthside.”

“All right, all right.” He leaned in toward the comm screen again, grey eyes earnest. “Beyond that wormhole is an unknown system. And in that system, there’s a moon.”

Yuskeya and I glanced at each other. This was like slow torture. I’d never known Lanar to be so reticent.

“Hola, a moon. How unusual,” I said.

He didn’t smile. “It’s no ordinary moon. It’s an artifact, and they think . . . they think it’s a Chron artifact.”

I almost choked on the sip of double caff I’d just taken. A Chron artifact? No wonder the Protectorate was keeping it quiet. The Chron had come close to eliminating the human race, along with our allies, the Vilisians and the Lobors, in a war a century and a half ago. A war for which we’d never learned a reason or explanation. The Chron had made no attempt to communicate with us, simply showed up in Nearspace and started attacking. Nearspace wasn’t even very big then—a handful of systems linked by a few wormholes. The war had gone on for three years, and on the cusp of a Chron victory, they disappeared without a trace.

Yuskeya leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “When you say artifact, do you mean—”

Lanar nodded. “Not naturally occurring. Man-made. Well, Chron-made.”

“An entire fabricated moon? What was it for?”

Lanar’s eyes were bright with curiosity. “That’s what everyone wants to know. And that’s where the Tane Ikai comes in. Look, here’s the way it is. The Protectorate is very interested in keeping this completely quiet for a while, as you can imagine. We know we’re being watched by any number of the corporations, including PrimeCorp—especially PrimeCorp—as well as a half-dozen other groups who don’t trust any kind of power or authority and want to keep tabs on us. A rush of Protectorate ships into the Delta Pavonis system will attract unwanted attention.”

I nodded. That made sense. The power balance in Nearspace, among the various governments, corporations, and Protectorate authorities, was complex, esoteric, and delicate.

“There’s a Lobor historian on Nanear who’s willing to come and assess the moon, see if they can help understand it,” Lanar continued.

“Historian? Why wouldn’t you be bringing in scientists?” I asked.

Lanar shrugged. “There are scientists there already—a xenobiologist, a cryptographer, I don’t know what else. But the Chron war was a hundred and fifty years ago. No-one’s really studying Chron technology—what little we have of it—anymore. There were no real breakthroughs with it, and with the Chron out of the picture there was really nothing else left. This historian is the best bet we’ve got, besides the Protectorate science team that’s already on-site.”

“So let me guess. You want us to collect this historian and deliver him to Delta Pavonis?”

Lanar winked. “Got it in one. Except, it’s a she. She’ll get herself from Nanear to Anar in the Lambda Saggitae system, and you can pick her up there. Then it’s only four skips out to Pavonis. You’ll be fully compensated at double the usual passenger rates.”

“Only four skips! Couldn’t she get passage as far as Sol system? Then the crew could have a little break while we wait for her, restock and refuel on Earth and set out from there.”

Lanar shook his head. “We don’t want her coming into Sol system on a commercial shuttle. Someone might pick up on it. Better if you pick her up on Anar. I also don’t want you coming Earthside and getting into a scuffle with PrimeCorp. You just finished sticking it to them on Vele, and—”

“I know, I know,” I broke in. “Don’t go looking for trouble. Okej, Lanar, we’ll do it, just like you knew we would. But we’re stopping on Mars for supplies. I’m not making another wormhole skip until we’ve restocked.”

“Understood. PrimeCorp doesn’t have the influence on Mars that they do on Earth, and the Schulyer Group keeps a pretty close rein on everybody else. But keep this quiet, all right?”

I sat back in my chair and folded my arms across my chest. “Yes, Lanar, I get it. Got any other dirty work you’d like me to do for you while I’m at it?”

“I think that’s it for now,” he said with a satisfied smile. “I’ll send along the details of when you should be on Anar, and a full briefing for Yuskeya, and the rest is up to you. And good luck,” he added with a smirk, “with those other problems you mentioned.”

“Thanks a bunch. Always nice to talk to you, little brother,” I said wryly, but I winked at him before I broke the connection.

“Well, that was interesting,” Yuskeya said, cradling her own mug. Hers would be filled with hot, spicy chai. “And what problems did he mean?”

“What was interesting? What problems?” Hirin asked, coming onto the bridge. He’d dressed for the day in dark cotton pants and a faded Ivan Mecha Band t-shirt he’d picked up in a thrift shop on Kiando; he disliked shipsuits as much as I did. He hadn’t brought a lot with him when he left the nursing home on Earth to rejoin me on the Tane Ikai for what he thought would be his last journey, so he was building a new wardrobe with bits and pieces.

The nanobioscavengers my mother had given him had continued to shave years off his appearance, so that now he resembled a hearty sixty-year-old instead of a nonagenarian. Which he was, of course. He simply no longer looked or felt like one, just as I looked about thirty, not my chronological eighty-four. He wore his salt-and-pepper hair slightly longer than military length, and his face was freshly shaved and smooth.

He strode in, hesitated slightly, then headed over to the pilot’s skimchair and sat. I knew that long habit would have taken him to the chair I occupied, had it been empty. The captain’s chair. He hadn’t said a word about it . . . yet. But it had been his chair for decades, until he’d taken ill, and now that he was better, I knew without a doubt that he must want it back. But he wouldn’t ask me, his wife of sixty years, to give it up for him. And frankly, I didn’t really want to.

In the ten years he’d been in the nursing home, I’d discovered that I liked running the ship.

That was one of the problems I hadn’t mentioned to Lanar.

“Oh, nothing much,” I said, ignoring the second of Hirin’s questions. “We’ve been drafted by the Nearspace Protectorate, that’s all, and we won’t be landing Earthside anytime soon.”

Hirin’s eyebrows shot up, and I shook my head wearily. “Let’s wake everybody up and I’ll only have to tell it once,” I said, and shuddered at the thought of everyone having to be in the same room together. The amiable crew I’d left Earth with a scant couple of months ago had turned into the surliest bunch of spacers this side of the Split, and I was still trying to figure out how to deal with them.

I only hoped they wouldn’t mutiny when I told them shore leave had been curtailed.

 


Chapter 2 – Luta
Cats in a Blanket

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IF IT HADN’T been so annoying, it might have been an interesting psychological study to observe how the crew arranged themselves in the galley for our meeting. Yuskeya and Viss, my engineer, sat as far apart as possible. They’d had some romantic interludes over the year since Yuskeya had joined the crew of the Tane Ikai, but since the recent revelations about their Protectorate involvement, they weren’t even speaking to each other unless it was a life-or-death situation. Fortunately, those were rare.

Baden, the communications officer, and my daughter Maja, on the other hand, were still in that new-relationship honeymoon period, and sat close together, his dark head bent to her blonde one. They were so taken up with each other I wondered if they even noticed the various palls hanging over everyone else on board. Maja and I had been—not quite estranged, but close to it, for years, and our recent reconciliation and her presence on the ship made me ridiculously happy.

Rei, my best friend and the ship’s pilot of record, didn’t even sit. She’d pulled a triple caff from the machine when she first came into the galley, and now she leaned against the counter and ignored it while it cooled, arms folded across the jacket of her dark green shipsuit, face completely neutral behind her pridattii. Some people thought the face tattoos worn by Erian women concealed their expressions; after knowing Rei for five years, I thought they made her face easier to read. Now they spilled a dark beauty over a face set in unyielding anger. I’d have to talk to her, and soon. This behaviour wasn’t like her at all, and it was making everyone else nervous.

Hirin sat in one of the big armchairs, studiously trying not to look like he’d rather be sitting where I was, leading the briefing. I sighed. Wrangling this crew was beginning to feel like carrying cats in a blanket. Well, maybe a little shock treatment would nudge them out of it.

“Okej, folks. I have bad news and bad news. Which would you like first?”

No-one laughed at my weak attempt at humour, so I carried on. “We won’t make it Earthside for a while yet. In fact we’re turned around and heading back to Mars right now on autopilot.”

Maja’s face fell a little at that, and I felt a twinge of conscience. I remembered that she and Baden had booked in at a little resort on the NorthAm east coast for a few days. Well, they’d have to reschedule.

“We’ve also been drafted into the service of the Nearspace Protectorate for a little while, so you’re all going to have to take a pay cut.”

“They can’t do that,” Viss said quietly. “Drafting of commercial vessels is prohibited except in times of war or planetary emergency.”

I grinned, but no-one else was laughing. “I know, I know. That part was a joke. But it’s true that I’ve agreed to take on a job at the request of the Protectorate. Money’s not an issue, since this is a paying job. But there is one problem.”

“Of course there is,” Rei muttered.

“If you want out, you have to decide before I tell you anything about it, because it’s one of those top-secret things the Protectorate likes to do.” I mentally bit my tongue and deliberately didn’t look at Viss or Yuskeya. Shouldn’t have poked my finger into that sore spot. “Anyway, since my brother Lanar has asked me to do it, I won’t let him down. If you don’t want to participate, I can leave you on Mars for some shore leave and collect you afterwards. You’ll get your standard leave pay.”

“Is it dangerous?” Maja asked, her voice testy. She’d been on board for a few weeks now, and although she wasn’t technically part of the crew, she’d confided in me that she’d like to learn navigation. We’d been estranged as mother and daughter for so many years that I was just happy she wanted to spend time with me again, and that we were figuring out how to be friends. Not that her prickly side didn’t surface now and again, but it was less frequent.

I shrugged. “Lanar didn’t mention any risks, and I’m sure he would have if there were obvious ones. It’s only a passenger delivery run, but it involves things the Protectorate wants to keep quiet.”

“Makes no difference to me where we go,” Viss rumbled. “I’ll stay aboard. Think I’ll clean out the plasma intakes and overhaul the Krasnikov generator if we’re planning many skips.”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. I found it hard to imagine there was a major system on board that Viss hadn’t already stripped down and rebuilt since we’d dropped Mother off on Kiando, but if it gave him something to do and kept him from moping around the galley then I wouldn’t complain.

“Nowhere else for me to go,” Rei said expressionlessly. “Never was that keen on Mars.”

Baden and Maja shared a glance, and Baden drawled, “I guess we’re in, too. Frankly, the curiosity would keep me on board, if nothing else. We can change our leave plans.”

Maja nodded. “But what does the Protectorate need from a far trader? They’ve got lots of passenger shuttles.”

Yuskeya had her orders from Lanar to participate in the job, so the only other one I needed to hear from was Hirin. I realized too late that I really shouldn’t have said yes to Lanar without at least checking with my husband, but when I glanced at him, he gave me a slight nod. I felt a wave of relief wash over me. At least he wasn’t angry that I’d bypassed him.

“Okej then, here’s the situation.” I filled them in on what Lanar had told me about the new wormhole, the artifact moon, the Chron connection, and our mission.

Baden whistled long and low. “A Chron artifact? How do they know?”

“Lanar didn’t say. But they must be pretty certain.”

“The Protectorate has a reasonably large database on the Chron,” Yuskeya offered. “It doesn’t get used much, but I guess they’d send people who were familiar with it.”

“Can’t be too large,” Viss said, his eyes on his steaming mug. “As I recall my history lessons, we couldn’t find out enough about them to help us stop them. None of us would even be here if they hadn’t disappeared on their own.”

“It’s pretty meagre, but it’s comprehensive.” The hint of defiance in Yuskeya’s voice was clear.

Hirin spoke in the awkward silence that followed. “Wonder why they think a Lobor historian will be able to help out?”

“I wondered that, too,” I said. “I guess we’ll find out when we meet her on Anar.”

“That moon must be worth a pile of credits,” Baden mused with a grin. He’d put an arm around Maja’s shoulders. “Think they’ll let us take away souvenirs?”

“Somehow I doubt it.” I yawned and stretched. “All right, everybody, it’s time for me to catch some shut-eye since I had the night duty shift. Rei, the course is laid in for Mars; wake me when we get close. Yuskeya, plot the shortest course to get us to Anar, and Baden, compile everything we have on our Lobor passenger, would you? Her name is Cerevare Brindlepaw.”

What else needed doing? “Maja, do you want to dig up anything we have about the Chron wars? We might as well be as well-informed as possible when we get there, and we have to make conversation with our Lobor guest. Viss, start whatever maintenance you want, and Hirin, you’ve got the chair. We could take cargo on Mars if there’s any going our way, if you want to check the job boards.”

I left them pulling hot drinks out of the machine and fixing breakfast, and headed to my quarters. Once I got some sleep, I promised myself, I would tackle some of the crew problems I’d been avoiding. I wasn’t taking this bunch of soreheads on any kind of a mission, least of all one where I’d have to answer to the Protectorate.

As I opened the door to my quarters, I allowed myself a smile. I was secretly excited to have this mission. Although I hadn’t said anything to anyone else—and this was the other thing I’d kept from Lanar—I’d been feeling rather . . . adrift, since we’d left my mother on Kiando. I’d spent decades searching Nearspace for her, following leads, wondering whether she was even still alive. Searching for the answers to my apparent agelessness, why Lanar and I stayed physically and mentally in our thirties while everyone else around us aged normally. It had been my driving force, my focus, for almost fifty years. Once I’d found Mother and got my answers—the nanobioscavengers she’d introduced into our bodies decades ago—I felt a bit lost. I’d regained my husband (thanks again to the bioscavs) and my daughter, but still—the direction and drive that had fueled me for so long were suddenly gone.

Yes, I was quite happy to have something new to focus on. Another lesson in being careful what you wish for.

 

SINCE SHE WAS my best friend, I decided to tackle Rei first. We were still about an hour from Mars when I woke, and when I went to the bridge Hirin told me that Rei had taken a break and headed down to the cargo deck. He made as if to get up out of the captain’s chair, but I motioned for him to stay.

“Think I’ll go see if she wants to chat,” I said.

Hirin took my arm and pulled me down so he could plant a kiss on my cheek. “For luck,” he said, then chuckled. “And in case you don’t come back. Should you go in armed?”

I stuck my tongue out at him and headed for the access hatch at the rear of the ship. I didn’t see Viss as I climbed down the ladder past the engineering deck, but I heard pounding off in the distance somewhere. I shook my head. I’d have to get to him, soon, too, or he’d run out of things to overhaul. I didn’t know what might happen then.

I found Rei heavily engrossed in her workout, which I could tell before I ever got near the floor of the cargo bay. Every kick, punch, block was accompanied by a scream that I could only call blood-curdling. I didn’t recall the Erian martial arts involving these verbal assaults to go along with the physical ones, so they must be simply an indication of Rei’s state of mind. She’d brought her staff with her, a thick rattan pole she’d won in a bar fight on Eri—at least, that was the story that went with it. Rei had a penchant for collecting what she called “souvenirs” of her many adventures, and they could be anything from a silk kimono to a plasma rifle. Each one came with a story, as well. The staff, with its dark, carved spiral pattern, was one of many. It echoed hollowly as she lashed out and struck the cargo pod wall with it.

Her feet were bare, and she’d stripped off the jacket of her dark green shipsuit, leaving only a pale tank now stained dark with sweat. She’d rolled the legs of her pants up to her knees and tied her chestnut hair in a severe ponytail. Sweat-soaked tendrils had come loose and curled around a face that was usually filled with humour and mischief—when it wasn’t so angry.

She didn’t acknowledge my arrival and kept on attacking invisible opponents, so I shucked my jacket and kicked off my own shoes. I approached her warily, arms up in a guard position. I didn’t say anything, but I caught her eye and made a little “bring it on” gesture with the fingers of my right hand.

She grinned evilly. Or it might have been a snarl. Then she came at me. The only concession she made to our friendship was tossing aside the staff. It clattered hollowly up against the cargo bay wall.

I danced away from her initial lunge and brought a hand down on her arm when she was off-balance. She whooped joyously and spun around, aiming a kick at my kidney. I blocked it, pushed her leg sideways, and twisted. She ducked into a rolling fall and sprung up, agile as an Erian snowcat, six feet away from me.

It was my turn to attack, and I led with a feint, trying to get her off balance. When I managed to land a light blow on her shoulder, she laughed, a sound I hadn’t heard in too long. Even though sweat rapidly soaked the back of my t-shirt and my daily tae-ga-chi workouts apparently didn’t keep me in the shape I needed for this, I redoubled my efforts. Anything for a friend.

I lost track of time, but finally we stood, panting, a few feet apart, neither one of us willing to make the next move. Rei’s chestnut hair plastered in rings against her neck, and her bare feet were red from pounding on the floor of the cargo pod. But she’d stopped screaming a few minutes ago and had started to smile. I blinked sweat from my eyes.

“Had enough?” I managed to gasp.

She swallowed. “I think so.” She straightened and expelled a huge sigh, stretching her arms over her head and arching her back. Then she stepped forward and hugged me, hard.

“Damne, that felt good,” she said. “Thanks, Luta.”

I returned the hug, then pulled away, putting my hands on her shoulders and giving her a little shake. “I won’t say, ‘anytime’—you’re too hard on me. I’ll be sore for a week. Now, I hope you’re ready to talk. What’s going on with you, Rei?”

She walked over to the cargo pod wall and leaned her back against it, sliding down until she sat on the floor next to her discarded staff. I walked over and sat beside her, drawing my knees up and wrapping my arms around them. The stretch in my spine felt fabulous.

She pulled the elastic out of her hair and ran her hands through the knotted strands, pulling the damp ends apart. “I got dumped.”

I bit down on the words that immediately came to mind—all this about a man?—pursing my lips to keep them still. “Mm-hmmm?”

Rei tilted her head to one side and eyed me through long lashes. “By my fiancé.”

“The one on Eri,” I said. I’d only found out about his existence a few weeks earlier, second-hand through Maja. Apparently they’d be getting married, according to Rei, “when he’s old enough.” With so much else happening, I simply hadn’t had a chance to ask Rei more about this intriguing side of her life, about which I’d known nothing. She and Baden had had a casually sexual, on-and-off relationship before he’d met Maja, but that was their business as long as it didn’t interfere with life aboard the ship, and it never had. But when the mysterious message had come from Eri, she’d turned into some kind of wild thing.

“How many did you think I had?” she asked dryly.

“Well, I didn’t actually know about any,” I reminded her.

“Yes, the one on Eri,” she said with a sigh. “Raled. Sweet thing, completely compatible, only a year to go and he’d have been old enough to marry. Eighteen,” she added, when she saw the question in my eyes.

“So what happened?”

“Raled decided,” she said, “that he was better suited to a contemplative life than to one with me. He joined the Order of Xama three weeks ago, sent me a polite note explaining things, and that, as they say, is the end of that.” She leaned her head against the cold plasteel wall and banged it lightly a few times.

“Ah,” I said. “Well, it’s understandable that you’d be sad—”

Her head whipped around to face me. “Sad? I’m not sad. Sad is when your pet dies. Sad is when someone gets hurt. I’m not sad about Raled. I’m humiliated.”

I didn’t say anything else right away, waiting. I didn’t want to put my foot in it again.

“On Eri,” Rei said, “marriages are arranged about ninety percent of the time.”

“I knew that, but not exactly how it works.”

“The mothers take care of it, on both sides. Usually when the boys are about ten and the girls are about eighteen. They won’t get married until the boys reach eighteen, so the girls are encouraged to stay in school or choose a career early, do whatever they want before they’re tied down to a family.”

She paused, and I said, “Sounds reasonable enough. What do the boys think of it?”

Rei chuckled. “There are remarkably few complaints. They get mature, experienced, and still young wives who are mentally ready to start families. Then it’s their turn to stay in school or start their careers, with their wife’s guidance. The wife usually has savings by this time to support the family until the man gets settled, and she retains some financial independence.”

“Arranged marriages went out of fashion a long time ago on Earth,” I mused. “How do they usually work out?”

“Marriage is usually a fifteen-year contract, and the clock resets on the birth of each subsequent child. So if it’s not working out, you can go your own ways once your youngest child is fifteen. Or if you’re both happy, renew the registration.”

“What if one—or both—of the intended partners turns out to have different sexual preferences?”

She shrugged. “No problem. That’s a completely legitimate reason to dissolve an engagement. The mothers have to scramble then to find another suitable partner, and the logistics are a little different, but it’s not that big a deal.”

“And nobody is humiliated,” I suggested.

Rei sighed. “Right.”

“It seems a little structured for the men and more lenient for the women,” I mused cautiously. I didn’t want to offend her, since she’d never told me any of this before. I figured there must be a reason.

But Rei shook her head. “It’s only more structured for them when they’re young and foolish,” she said. “That’s when they need more guidance, anyway. They get their freedom later, when they’re better able to handle it.”

“Well, if it works, it works,” I said. “But to get to the real point of this conversation, what are you going to do now?”

She blew out a long sigh, leaning forward to wrap her arms around her knees. “Good question. I know all my options, but none of them are very appealing. At least I don’t feel so angry now.” She glanced up at me with a smile. “I needed something real to vent on, I think.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said. “You can wait on me hand and foot when I can’t move tomorrow. So what about those options?”

She tipped her head back and stared up at the cargo pod ceiling, vaulted high above us. The cargo pods were good thinking spaces, a break from the more confined spaces of the rest of the ship.

Finally, she said, “Okej. I could go to Eri and ask my mother to arrange a new match. But it would be extremely embarrassing, and she’d either have to find a boy from the current batch of pels—the young boys—which wouldn’t be easy since their mothers are considering girls almost ten years younger than I am, or find an ulan, a boy a little older who for some reason is still without a mate.” She pulled a disconsolate face. “And there are usually reasons for that, some of them not very pleasant.”

“Although there could be someone left alone because their intended mate died or had a different preference,” I said.

“True, but they’re not very plentiful,” she said. “It makes it much harder to find someone compatible. And being off-world, I’m not there and ‘available’ to be re-matched easily.”

I waited a minute, then asked, “So, is that it for options?”

Rei shrugged. “I could probably hook up with an older man who’s left a marriage, or lost his wife. But he’ll already have done the whole family thing and probably won’t be interested in that. If he were, he’d have stayed with his wife.”

“Unless he simply didn’t love her,” I suggested.

“Wrong,” she said with a snort. “These are marriages arranged strictly on the basis of genetic compatibility and congenial neural oscillation adhesions. There’s no question of love or lack of it. These people are destined to get along.”

“But you said they can leave the marriage if they’re not happy.”

Rei puffed her cheeks, slowly blowing out another sigh. “Sure, but it doesn’t happen very often. Sometimes one partner might suffer a brain disease or injury, but usually when it does happen, it’s because their careers or interests take them too far apart physically.”

“You’re a tough case,” I said, shaking my head. “So, how about this radical idea? There are more men in the universe than the ones born on Eri.”

Rei looked scandalized, her golden eyes widening. “Marry a non-Erian? My mother would go freneza, for one thing,” she said. She stared up at the catwalk stretching across the cargo pod, far above our heads. “I don’t know. That idea would take getting used to.”

I slowly got to my feet and brushed cargo pod dust off my jeans. “Well, then I suggest you stop thinking about it for a little while,” I said. “You can’t do anything about it until we finish this mission for Lanar, anyway. Things might seem different in a few weeks.”

She nodded. “I know. But being dumped by a seventeen-year-old who’d rather be a monk . . .” Her voice trailed off. “It’s pretty bad. And having to watch Baden and Maja tripping over each other isn’t making it any easier.”

I laughed as I collected my shoes and slipped them on. “They are a little overwhelming, aren’t they?” I hesitated. “Rei, does it bother you about Baden? I mean, I know you two were close . . .”

She smiled then, a real smile that touched her eyes. “No, and I told Maja that. Baden was a nice diversion on long runs—really nice,” she said with a wink. “And good experience. But I never thought of it as anything more than that.”

Her eyes narrowed suddenly. “Speaking of couples, I haven’t been as completely unobservant as you might think. You and Hirin—”

Her words were cut off by a jolt that shook the ship. I stumbled and fetched up against the plasteel wall of the cargo pod with a thump.

“Ouch! What the—”

“Captain! Rei!” Baden’s voice sounded over the ship’s comm. “You might want to get the hell up here!”

I pressed the implant in my left forearm as I straightened up. Rei ran for the ladder that led to the upper decks, and I followed a few steps behind.

“On our way!” I told him, and as I pounded across the cargo pod behind Rei, the things I’d been worrying about seemed small and far away.

 

 


Chapter 3 – Luta
Moving Targets

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I REALIZED AS Rei and I climbed past the engineering deck that the pounding I’d heard on my way down had stopped. Viss sat planted in a skimchair, punching commands into the engineering console.

“You okay here, Viss?” I yelled as we scrambled past.

“Keep going, Captain,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Just let me know what’s happening.”

“Keep the shipwide comm open!”

Another impact, slightly weaker than the first one, shook the ship as we neared the top of the ladder. One of Rei’s hands slipped off the metal rung, but she didn’t even stop moving. I was only a rung below her by this time, and if she’d fallen, we both would have landed on the unforgiving floor of the cargo pod far below. As it was, I was right behind her as we pounded up the corridor to the bridge.

Hirin’s voice reached us as we arrived, issuing commands in a steady, level voice. He’d taken a spot at the pilot’s console in Rei’s absence. He heard us arrive and slid out of the way neatly for Rei to take his place, but I didn’t move to take the captain’s seat. I’d been absent, and he still had the chair. Somehow I’d thought about it on the way up from the cargo deck, and this seemed like the only way to handle it. I dropped into a skimchair at the secondary pilot controls and locked it down.

“Trouble?” I asked Hirin.

He flashed a grin. “Something like that. Innocent-looking C-class starrunner passed within a few hundred klicks, turned when he got behind us, and came in with a flash-pack torpedo.” He turned his palms up. “Don’t know what he was thinking. Even without shields it wouldn’t breach our hull, but it shook us up a little. You okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “Where is he now?”

My question was answered by a thump on the starwise side of the ship.

“What does he want?”

“Good question,” Baden said.  “He should be on standard trader channel, and I’m trying to get through to him with a signal, but he’s not answering.”

“Try other channels. Pirates?”

“Could be. So far, pretty ineffective ones.”

A flash of movement drew my eyes to the main viewscreen, and I saw our attacker speed past and turn to make another run at us.

“We haven’t fired on him?” It wasn’t really a question, since I would have known if we’d let fly with one of our own torps.

“Not yet,” Hirin answered. “It’d feel like zapping a fly with a flux laser. I thought Baden would get him on the comm, and we’d see what was what.”

Baden pushed himself away from the comm console. “He won’t respond. I know damn well he can hear me.”

“Fire a—” I started.

At the same time, Hirin said, “Viss—”

We both stopped short. Damne. My fault. I was sitting at a pilot’s console, and Hirin had the chair. I shouldn’t have been giving any orders.

But it sure is hard to break a habit like being in command.

“Sorry,” I said. His was only an echo behind mine.

He didn’t let it rattle him, though. “Viss, I’m going to fire a torp in his path to let him know he’s not dealing with a sitting duck here.” He nodded at Baden, who keyed in the code.

My face radiated heat, and I knew it must be blood-red, but I pretended I didn’t notice the blush. It was the same order I would have given, which should have made me feel better, but somehow it didn’t.

“I’ve got his drive signature and ship registration,” Yuskeya said. “The registration could be faked, but we’ll know the sig if we run across him again.”

“Good job,” Hirin said. “Baden, is that torp ready?”

“Whenever you are, Cap—Hirin,” Baden said. He didn’t turn around, but I knew that suddenly I wasn’t the only one red-faced.

“Fire whenever you can get a fix on his trajectory, then. Get close, but don’t hit him. He doesn’t seem to have shield capability, and I don’t like killing people unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

A few seconds of concentrated silence passed, and then Baden said, “Firing.” A hollow crump reverberated up through the Tane Ikai, nothing like the impact of our attacker’s flash-pack torps, but enough to let us know that our own torp was away. I’d been a little miffed when Hirin had armed the ship without my knowledge a month or so ago, but in the circumstances he’d been right. I’d decided it was nice, after ten years without him, to have someone watching my back again.

But I had to figure out this two-captains-one-ship thing soon, before it drove both of us crazy.

Once again, however, I was distracted by events beyond my control. Baden’s aim was brilliant, and the torp sailed through the vacuum toward the starrunner, on a course to skim past it. We were all surprised to see a bright burst of radiant energy as the ship’s shields flared and the torp detonated, obscuring the starrunner for an instant. When the flash dissipated, he was still there, but accelerating away from us rapidly.

“What the—I thought he didn’t have shields!” Hirin yelped.

“None registered,” Yuskeya said. I glanced over at her. She sat frowning down at the data on her console. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Baden frowned at the screen. “That little bastardo. What kind of game was he playing, anyway?” His fingers skittered over the comm board. “Wonder if he’s trying to send any messages right about now?”

“Pursuit?” Rei asked briskly, her hands steady on the piloting controls. She carefully didn’t address the question to either of us in particular.

Hirin looked the question at me, and I shrugged. “What would we do with him if we caught him? We’ll report it when we get to Mars. We have the ship sig.”

“I got reams of ship data before Baden fired the torp,” added Yuskeya. “Figured it wouldn’t hurt to do a scan. No cargo in his hold, just one pilot.”

“Huh,” Baden grunted.

“What?”

He turned to face Hirin, eyes narrowed. “He just sent off an encrypted message to a PrimeCorp address.”

“How do you know that?” I squeaked, then caught myself and held up a hand. “No, don’t answer that. I don’t think I want to know. Something you ‘picked up’ on Kiando, right?”

Baden turned his grin on me. “I can’t reveal my program sources,” he said virtuously. “But there’s no love lost between the people who work for Duntmindi Corporation and PrimeCorp.”

“Sounds highly illegal to me,” Hirin said, shaking his head in mock disapproval. “Don’t suppose you could actually read what it said, could you?”

“Give me a minute—ah, merde!”

“What?”

He hunched over his console, fingers flying over the touchscreen. He didn’t answer me. I waited. With Baden, you might as well not try to interrupt when he was like this. He wouldn’t hear you anyway.

Finally he sat back heavily in his skimchair and threw his arms over his head. “Cannibalizer,” he said cryptically.

“Cannibalizer?”

“If you don’t have the right code to enter on the receiving end, the message basically eats itself when you try to open it. Nice little encryption there; I couldn’t stop it.” He gave me a lopsided smile. “I got two words.”

“And those were?”

“‘Location’ and ‘Paixon’,” he said.

“Hmm. So he definitely knew it was us.”

“Not many Paixons around,” Baden said, “So what would a supposed pirate, and not a very good one apparently, be doing sending an encrypted message about our location to our Dear Captain’s worst enemy, following a botched attempt to—I don’t even know—bother us?”

Viss’s voice boomed over the ship’s comm. “Is all the excitement over for now? Seems to have gone pretty quiet up there.”

“I think so, at least for now, Viss. Want to give us a damage report as soon as you have a chance?”

“Will do, Captain. But I don’t think there’ll be much to report. Whatever he was firing at us didn’t seem to have much punch.”

“They were low-end flash-pack torps,” Yuskeya said, all detached professionalism. “But he had a few surprises in shields and engines. I’m transferring all the ship data to you if you want to go over it.”

There was only a slight pause before he said coolly, “I’d like to see that. Thanks.”

“Is everything okay?” Maja stood in the doorway to the bridge, pale but composed. “I was in my quarters when things went crazy, and I thought I’d better stay out of everyone’s way.”

Hirin stood up from the chair and crossed to her, swinging an arm around her shoulders and squeezing her close. “It’s all right, honey,” he said. “I’m turning the big chair over to your mother and going for a double caff. Want to come, and I’ll fill you in on what happened?”

“Sure, Dad,” she said, although her eyes went to Baden. He smiled and winked at her, and she relaxed visibly, letting Hirin steer her down the corridor toward the galley.

“I’m assuming we want to get to Mars as quickly as possible?” Rei asked from the pilot’s console. The angry thickness that had suffused her voice for the past few weeks had thinned out, and the barely-contained rage that had stiffened her movements had relaxed, at least a little.

“Full speed ahead,” I confirmed, moving from the skimchair into the captain’s chair and sinking gratefully into its familiar shape. “Yuskeya, run that shipdata through the Nearspace Registry, when we get close enough to Mars to get the updated data, would you? I don’t imagine we’ll find anything concrete, but we’ll have our homework done to make the report at Mars.”

Baden turned to me. “With your permission, Captain, I’d like to try installing some new decryption software—something that might catch a self-destructing message sooner next time.”

I didn’t ask him where he’d get such a thing. I just smiled. “Go ahead.”

As the bridge fell silent with everyone busy, I had a moment to reflect. In the moment of crisis, the crew had held together. There’d been some bumps, but I quietly thanked the nameless pirate, or whatever he was. He’d inadvertently shown me something important, something that I should have been able to figure out for myself, and that made me feel a little better. This crew needed, above all else, to be busy.

Oh, we’d managed long skip runs before with not much excitement to break the monotony. But that was when everyone was getting along. With various complications making things awkward and nothing substantial or dangerous to distract us, we couldn’t handle it. We’d all turned to solitary diversions to try and keep our minds off our problems. Rei’s martial arts workouts, Viss’s dogged overhauling of every engineering system. Hirin’s obsession with PrimeCorp and its misdeeds. Yuskeya’s compulsive reading. My immersion in building virtual solar systems on my datapad. Even Baden and Maja—would they have been quite so involved in each other if they hadn’t been trying to avoid the other shipboard disturbances?

As we scooted for Mars I thought about it. I couldn’t manufacture crises (and wasn’t hoping for more, I swear it), but maybe I could keep them busy. I’d think about it.

As it turned out, keeping the crew busy would be the least of my problems.

 

 


Chapter 4 – Jahelia
Hunter and Prey

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONCE MY MESSAGE to PrimeCorp was away and I was sure the Tane Ikai wasn’t following me, I engaged the autopilot, stood, and stretched. The encounter had left me exhilarated and oddly hungry, so I made my way to the minuscule galley at the rear of the tiny bridge and pulled off a mugful of steaming cazitta. I took it and an energy bar to the bridge and settled in my chair, the rich licorice scent of the drink filling the air. I smiled.

That had been fun.

“Are we done here?” asked Pita from the bridge console.

“I think so.”

“Want me to automate a full report and shoot it off to PrimeCorp Main?”

“No. I told you, I prefer to write the reports myself. That last message will do for now.” I pursed my lips, annoyed at myself for being annoyed with a machine. Pita is the computer in this lovely little ship that Alin Sedmamin so kindly gave me for this assignment—the Hunter’s Hope. Pita’s a PAREA, which is one of PrimeCorp’s cutesy little acronyms designed to increase their products’ appeal to consumers. PAREA stands for Personality-Attuned Realtime Electronic Assistant, which is simply a marketing-friendly way to say that the programming is “tweaked” for each user. She’s experimental, and yes, I’m letting them test her out on me. The pay for that alone was pretty damn good, for the privilege of letting them take readings from my brain while I looked at pictures and answered questions. A lot of questions. But it did pay well.

The hardest part of the experiment is having to listen to her, now that she’s installed on the ship. She doesn’t talk like any other computer I’ve ever known—supposedly she talks like me. I’m not sure I like that, or that I agree. But it’s all part of the deal. I’ll admit she’s come in handy a few times, so I can’t complain too much, but she is annoying. That’s why I named her Pita. It’s my own little acronym. Pain-In-The-Ass.

“I think that went well.”

“Alin Sedmamin might not approve of your tactics,” Pita said mildly. “I don’t recall any instructions to actually attack the ship.”

“Oh, let me have a little fun. I’ll worry about Sedmamin later.” The oily PrimeCorp CEO might think he had me in his pocket, but he was only a means to an end, after all. Pita didn’t say anything else about it.

I grinned now at the memory of the rich male voice filling my cramped bridge. “Unidentified vessel, this is the far trader Tane Ikai, registration port New Cape City, Earthside. Respond.” I knew that voice, although the owner wouldn’t realize he’d been recognized.

I’d chuckled as I answered him, even though he couldn’t hear me. “Not yet, Mr. Baden Methyr. We’ll talk soon again, but not yet.”

Pita had flipped on the new F-shields then, just in case the crew of the Tane Ikai wasn’t too happy about the torps, but I didn’t expect them to return fire. Everything my research had told me about Captain Luta Paixon and her crew made me think I was safe enough unless they truly started to feel threatened. The F-shields were more new tech I was testing for PrimeCorp, and they should remain be undetectable by the Tane Ikai unless something impacted them.

This was only for fun. Testing the waters, to use an old nautical term.

Their shot across my bow seemed like a good time to end our little skirmish, and once the torpedo impact had revealed the existence of my shields, there wasn’t much more fun in it anyway. I told Pita to change course, engaged the new burst drive—also thanks to PrimeCorp—and took off.

“They’re letting us go,” Pita said after a moment.

“Pretty much what I expected. We didn’t do much except annoy them, after all. And that’s all I wanted to do for now.”

That, and make certain Paixon hadn’t tried to pull a fast one, switching ships. Baden Methyr’s voice on the comm was all the confirmation I needed for that. I sent a quick encrypted message to Sedmamin to let him know I’d located them and would stay on Paixon’s tail. He’d no doubt respond with a demand for a full report, but I’d send that when I got around to it.

“How closely do you want to follow them?” Pita asked.

“Circle around outside their scanner range, then backtrack and pick them up again. They’ve got to be headed for Mars, so we’ll tag along, same as we were before. Stay at the outside edge of the tracker range, and don’t let them spot us.”

I slipped the wrapper off the energy bar and took a bite, chewing reflectively. “To you, Dad,” I said, lifting my mug in a toast. “To persistence. To revenge.”

“Nice one,” Pita said, and I rolled my eyes. If she were a real person, I’d probably have strangled her by now.

I kept the rest of my toast to myself, because although I was pretty certain of Pita’s loyalty to me, she still didn’t need to know my every thought. To Alin Sedmamin, I thought, arrogant, self-important little bastardo that he was, for making it all possible.

 

 


Chapter 5 – Luta
Pavlovian Responses and Other Intriguing Behaviours

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVEN DAYS LATER, we arrived at the planet Anar in the Lambda Saggitae system, where we were to meet the Lobor historian Cerevare Brindlepaw. Being only one wormhole skip from Sol System, both inhabited planets, Anar and Damir, had developed quickly and boasted thriving, cosmopolitan populations. We’d made plenty of cargo runs between Sol System and Lambda Saggitae in the last ten years, when Hirin was in the nursing home and I favoured shorter trade hops.

I won’t say that by the time we got there, the crew hated me, but I might not have been their favorite person anymore. No-one had spent any more time immersed in private projects if I could provide them with an alternative. Every inch of the ship had been scrubbed and polished, accompanied by much grumbling.

“It’s long overdue,” I told them, “and if we’re going to participate in a Protectorate mission, I’m not giving them any reason to complain.”

Every system had been overhauled. I invested in upgrades for navigation, communications, and the First Aid station while we were on Mars, as well as new fuel recombinators and a matter generation enhancement package. I decided we could afford it; after all, I didn’t have to pay Hirin’s nursing home bills anymore. The crew installed it all on our way to Anar. I insisted that Maja step up and show me how serious she was about learning navigation; and she was as good as her word, buying the newest VR training program and starting in on her lessons. With Yuskeya to act as tutor when needed, I felt confident she’d do well.

The only one I didn’t have much control over was Hirin, but I didn’t really need to worry about him. He bought a whole new database system for the ship and set to work installing and configuring it, hoping it would give him access to more data on the scurrilous dealings of PrimeCorp. He and Viss disappeared for a few hours one afternoon on Mars, and when they returned he had several datapackets that I didn’t ask questions about. His was the only obsession I didn’t see fit to interfere with, and I freely admit it was because I wanted to see those PrimeCorp bastardos get what they deserved, too. If Hirin could facilitate that, he surely had my support, for all that they’d put the two of us through. To say nothing of Mother.

I’m not saying that hard work solved all the problems–it didn’t. Viss still wasn’t speaking to Yuskeya unless necessary, Rei seemed to cycle through periods of grim irritability, and Hirin and I sidestepped carefully around the question of who was the real captain of the Tane Ikai, without ever really addressing it. Everyone was simply so busy that they didn’t have much time left over to dwell on their problems, or clash with anyone else over them. Just as I’d hoped.

So it was a peaceful, quiet, clean, and overhauled Tane Ikai that arrived at the main spaceport outside Heliosin on the planet Anar a week later. In light of what happened later I’d like to claim prescience, but in reality it was plain dumb luck.

 

IT’S NOT OFTEN that I find myself nervous. I’m eighty-four, for goodness’ sake, despite still looking thirty thanks to my mother’s efficient little nanobioscavengers. I’ve had all the experiences, and more, that one might expect for an octogenarian far trader captain, wife, and mother of two. But two things bothered me about collecting this Lobor historian. In the first place it was her specialty—the Chron were a sort of bogeyman for those of us who hadn’t been alive during the Chron War. It was difficult to separate fact from fiction, and myths abounded about these terrifying figures who had come to the brink of destroying humanity (as well as Vilisians and Lobors). It felt disconcerting to meet someone who knew so much about them. It brought them closer than I wanted them to be.

And in the second place, I had spent surprisingly little time around Lobors. Although the wolflike aliens had been our allies since the time of the Chron War, I simply didn’t know much about them. I’d encountered them occasionally in business dealings, but the interactions had always been very casual. I’d never had one on my crew, although it wasn’t by choice, simply chance. So I’d never known a Lobor very well, and now I felt that lack very keenly.

I went to meet Cerevare Brindlepaw with more than a little trepidation.

I’d studied the ship’s database on everything Lobor, but words on a screen can only tell you so much. In theory, practice is just like theory, but in practice, practice is not at all like theory. So while I was prepared for Cerevare’s springy step and the fervid heat of her paw-like hand when she offered it to me, I was surprised by the twinkle of humour in her liquid brown eyes and the disconcerting way a smile stretches over a muzzle. Evolution on Nanear had obviously favoured something that might have resembled a German Shepard or a wolf on Earth.

“Captain Paixon,” she said with a nod, and I gave her points immediately for pronouncing it correctly, pay-zon. I took her offered hand, skin the colour of raw umber and lightly furred on the back with soft golden-brown hairs, prepared for the fervent heat all Lobors radiated. She wore the loose, linen-like garments that Lobors had preferred since humans first encountered them, as survivors of a spaceship wreck on the planet Renata. A sky-blue shirt wrapped her upper body and cowled around the point where her head sloped gradually out to her shoulders; Lobors had no neck to speak of. An intricately patterned, wide fabric sash encircled her waist, dangling long, tasselled ties. Billowy chocolate brown trousers, embroidered in blue at the hems, completed the outfit. Lobors as a rule wore no shoes, the rough, callous-like pads on their feet making them redundant except in the worst terrain or harsh weather. I’d never learned or heard of any easy or obvious way to determine Lobor gender—the females didn’t have obvious breasts, like humans and Vilisians did—so I was glad that Lanar had told me she was female.

I helped her load a couple of duffel-type bags into a dock scooter and she climbed in beside me. The Tane Ikai was docked in the outer ring since we weren’t planning on being here more than six hours, too far to walk from the passenger lounge.

“I have never been further from home than this system,” she remarked as we drove along wide, domed corridors to the outer ring. High glass ceilings arched overhead, displaying a cloudless swath of sky that tended a little more to green than Earth’s clear blue. Tall potted trees and low greenery studded the route, contributing to the impression of being outdoors. We passed busy kiosks offering food, drink, supplies, and trinkets, teased by scents of spices and hot oil, baking fruit breads, and the aromas of caff and chai and cazitta. Tall lighted boards displayed docking information, tourist advice, departures, and arrivals. I was glad the scooters had designated travel lanes; the walkways were filled with travellers, businesspeople, and sightseers, shopping and strolling and jostling each other.

Cerevare’s Esper was excellent, accented in an odd way and slightly lisping on the -s sounds, but perfectly understandable.

“Do you mind space travel?” I asked.

“No, it has no adverse physical effects on me, if that is what you mean.” She flashed a toothy grin. “But as a Chron historian, my work is more concerned with travelling mentally into the past than travelling physically around in Nearspace.”

I grinned back. “I can understand that. The Chron didn’t leave much for you to study.”

“No, it is not like archaeology. Nothing to dig up, at least not in Nearspace. If we ever found out where they came from . . .”

She trailed off, staring at the crowds of travellers hurrying this way and that in the pedestrian lanes. “Well, I hope you’ll find the accommodations acceptable,” I told her. “I don’t know if anyone told you, but we’re nothing fancy.”

“When one spends long periods of time hunched over datascreens or historical transcripts, surroundings become a somewhat secondary concern. I am certain I shall be quite comfortable.” She watched the corridor curving away ahead of us in silence, then added, “This is very strange for me, to be working in secrecy.”

“The circumstances are unusual,” I agreed, steering the cart around a couple who had stopped theirs and were apparently arguing over directions.

Cerevare shook her head ruefully. “It is usually more a problem of trying to attract any notice of what I am doing, than to keep it quiet.”

“It’s not a popular field of inquiry, I take it.”

“Not for many years now,” she said.  She had high-set, lightly-furred ears with delicate vestigial points, and one twitched a little as she spoke. Two small gold rings pierced one side of it, tinkling softly with the twitch. She gestured with  an elegant hand, and when her sleeve fell away, I noticed a tattoo on the inside of her wrist, where the hair became fine and disappeared below her smooth palm—a line of symbols I didn’t recognize. “For me,” she continued, “there is always the question of why. Why did the war start? Why did it end? My ancestors suffered great losses in the war, as did yours, I’m sure.”

She must have seen me notice her tattoo, because she held it out so I could see it better. “Chron lettering,” she said with a shrug, “copied from a captured ship during the war. I wear it to symbolize my life’s work.”

“What does it mean?”

Cerevare chuckled. “I have no idea. That, you see, is part of its symbolism. My committment to the unknown.”

I smiled. “So one day you might find out that it means ‘airlock’ or ‘engines’?”

“Or something even less desirable,” she said with a wink. “Whatever it means, I will be happy, because it will mean I have learned something new about them.”

“I admire your passion,” I told her, and I meant it.

“I think it is important for the future,” she said. “How can we lay the war to rest when we don’t understand it?”

“It was a long time ago,” I offered hesitantly.

“But not longer than memory,” she replied. “And without the answers to those two questions of yesterday, how can tomorrow be assured?”

I thought about that, what she was really saying. “You think they could come back.” We rolled to a stop in front of the open airlock dockway that led to the Tane Ikai’s forward hatch.

“I think if they came back, there should be someone who understands all the whys,” she answered.

“Sounds like a tall order,” I said, unloading her bags from the scooter.

“And one that I cannot hope to completely fulfill,” she said, climbing out and straightening the folds of her leggings. “But I will do what I can.”

“That’s all any of us can hope for, Cerevare. Welcome aboard.” And I led her inside to meet the rest of the crew.

 


Chapter 6 – Luta
The Past Throws a Long Shadow

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WE WERE ONLY two days out from Anar when I received a surprise message from Lanar. Surprise, because I didn’t think he’d want to bring the Cheswick close enough for an FTL WaVE message when we were trying to avoid attention. But Baden commed me right in the middle of my tae-ga-chi workout to tell me that Lanar was signalling. I frowned at having to interrupt my form, but took it on the encrypted screen in my quarters.

“Hello again, little brother,” I said, towelling off my face as I plunked myself down in my chair. “How am I supposed to keep a low profile with a Protectorate patrol ship on my tail?”

“I’m keeping my distance, don’t worry,” he assured me with a grin. He leaned away from his screen and I could see the Protectorate plaque on the wall behind him, the motto In Astra Pax—Peace Among the Stars—curving under the stylized atom-and-stars emblem. “We got a WaVE upgrade at Willis Point, so I don’t actually have to get too close.”

I smiled. “Yes, Baden upgraded our systems on the return trip from Kiando.” I held up a hand to forestall his next question. “I don’t know how he got hold of Protectorate tech before you did, so don’t even ask me. You’ll have to ask him yourself. If you really want to know, which you might not.”

“You might be right about that. Listen, I heard you had a little trouble en route to Mars.”

I almost asked how he knew about that, but I remembered in time that we’d filed an incident report when we docked at Mars.

“It was nothing we couldn’t handle, but—it was strange.” I leaned back in my chair and tapped my fingers against my lower lip. “It wasn’t like a pirate attack—he had next to nothing for weapons. A few flash-pack torps, that was it. As soon as we fired our own warning shot across his path, he took off with some kind of drive that wasn’t standard issue on the tub he was driving, and sent—”

I stopped—too late.

“Sent what?” He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes at me. “Seems like you left something out of that report you filed on Mars.”

I blew out a sigh. “Okej, you got me. I didn’t think they needed to know, and it would have raised more questions that I didn’t want to answer. He sent off an encrypted message to PrimeCorp main.”

He raised his eyebrows. “And you know this . . . how?”

“Mm-hmm. See, that’s one of those questions. The ones I don’t want to answer.” I grinned at him.

“You wouldn’t happen to know what the message said, would you?”

I studied Lanar’s face on the screen for a minute, trying to read his eyes. I could lie and tell him I didn’t know, but he might already know the answer to the question, if Yuskeya had reported the incident to him herself. Which it was quite likely she had. The thought triggered a brief flash of annoyance, but I suppressed it quickly. I knew she had to divide her loyalties, and really, it wasn’t a bad thing to have Lanar in the loop regarding possible threats to the Tane Ikai. I only wished I was always in the loop about what he knew and didn’t know.

“A couple of words—’location’ and ‘Paixon’,” I said finally. “So he was definitely targeting us specifically. It was almost like he was testing us.”

“To see what weapons you had on board, yes. He took off after he got a taste of them. Hmmm.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head. “Watch your back, Luta. Not only because of Cerevare and the new wormhole and what’s beyond it. PrimeCorp obviously isn’t through with you—with us.”

“Obviously. Lanar . . . do you think Mother’s safe?”

He laughed. “I don’t think Mother’s been safe for decades, but she’s managed to take care of herself all right.”

“I know. This thing with that space pirate, or whoever he was, though, it’s got me worried about her.”

Lanar squinted at me a little. “I don’t think they were actually much of a threat.”

“Neither do I, it’s just—like you said, PrimeCorp doesn’t seem to be through with us. I thought once they got their hands slapped on Vele, they’d back off for a while, at least. But if they’re still dogging me, then they’re not likely to leave her alone, either. And now they know she has connections on Kiando.”

“Gusain Buig will keep her safe. And she hasn’t moved to release her data on the bioscavs yet. I think she’s waiting until after she meets with Schulyer Corp.”

“Buig and Duntmindi are no match for PrimeCorp. And I know Alin Sedmamin didn’t take much of a hit personally, but PrimeCorp doesn’t like to lose, even a little bit.”

“I think they’ll tread more carefully now, at least for a while,” he argued. “At the very least, we put them on notice that we’re watching what they do very carefully.”

I shook a finger at him. “You’re the one who told me the Protectorate thinks PrimeCorp is up to something big,” I reminded him. “I hope Mother—”

“What? She’s spent the last seventy years running from them. She knows what they’re like.”

I sighed. “I know. But would you send her a message for me? Tell her what you told me. To watch her back. I thought they’d leave us alone for a while, but that pirate’s got me thinking otherwise. I don’t think they’re finished yet.”

“I’ll tell her.” He quirked a smile. “And Luta, give the Protectorate some credit, would you? We won’t let PrimeCorp take over Nearspace simply because they want to.”

“I know that, Lanar,” I said, “but do they?”

 

AS I EXPECTED, my crew gave me no cause for concern in the way they got along with our passenger. Apparently Viss had known numerous Lobors during his checkered past and seemed able to effortlessly keep Cerevare giggling at his outrageous stories. Everyone was friendly and considerate, and Cerevare herself kept mostly to her quarters, hunched, no doubt, over those datascreens she’d mentioned to me in the scooter. She wasn’t antisocial, but she plainly had work to do and didn’t want to interfere with ours.

Although she’d travelled at least one wormhole before—the one between Nanear and Anar—she came up to the bridge for our first skip together. It took us from the Lambda Saggitae system to Sol, and Cerevare made complimentary remarks about the skip, what she saw of the system, and our collective skills. She turned out to be quite adept at quozit, liked to talk about Earthside fashion with Maja, and generally got along with everyone.

I happened upon her deep in conversation with Hirin and Viss one evening in the galley. I’d been reading, not for escape but for enjoyment, and came down to the galley for a cold drink before retiring.

As I entered the galley, I heard Hirin say, “But how much is known, and how much is speculation?”

Cerevare shrugged. A steaming mug of something sat on the table near her right hand, and she toyed with crumbs on a small plate as she spoke. I suspected they’d been sharing out the last of a batch of crunchy solanto cookies she’d surprised us by baking the day before. They were brown-sugar-sweet, like Mexican coyotas, but filled with roga-nut spice from Renata and drizzled with a sweet glaze.

“The question of how much is known has a simple answer: not very much. Incredible amounts of data have survived since the time of the Chron War, but none of it sheds any light on what prompted the Chron to enter Nearspace and attack its inhabitants, or what they hoped to gain by so doing.”

“Or why they broke off the war so suddenly and completely,” added Viss. His own plate held even more crumbs than Cerevare’s. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his one-piece red shipsuit and opened the front, revealing a clean white t-shirt underneath. He was obviously quite at ease with Cerevare now.

“Ekzakte. It has never even been determined how they moved around in Nearspace much of the time. Sometimes they utilized the wormholes we ourselves use, but at other times their appearance in a particular part of a system would seem to be inexplicable. And they’d disappear as quickly and mysteriously.”

I crossed to the table with my double caff and sat down, peeking into the cookie container. Empty, as I’d suspected. “I thought it was fairly widely accepted that they had some limited ability to time-travel.”

Cerevare grimaced. Her ear twitched, and her golden hoops tinkled. “Timeslipping, people called it. But in my considered opinion, that ability is still in the realm of myth or legend. The Chron did seem to appear and disappear in inexplicable ways—the logs and other historical data show this. However, the mechanism for it was never understood. Even though a few—a very few—Chron ships, and debris from Chron ships, were recovered for study, no mechanism could ever be identified to substantiate this theory.”

“So, no way to get the technology for ourselves, if it did exist,” Viss said. “I’d love to get my hands on some of that tech, even if I couldn’t reverse-engineer it.”

“And was it true that they took no prisoners, never interrogated any humans or Lobors or Vilisians?” Hirin wanted to know.

Cerevare inclined her head. “As far as the records show, that is correct. They appeared in Nearspace, began attacking planets, colonies, ships in transit, space stations, and never attempted any communication. They were ruthless and would not allow themselves to be captured alive. It was usual for them to take steps to ensure that even their corpses would not be retrieved by their enemies.” Cerevare’s black nose wrinkled delicately in distaste. The Lobors had intricate funeral rituals and a strong belief in their importance. I could see why they’d be horrified at the Chron’s apparent disregard for such things.

“But we did. Retrieve some bodies for study, I mean,” Viss said.

“Oh yes, indeed we did. Three, to be exact. They were examined in detail.” Cerevare steepled her fingers in front of her. The Lobors had five-fingered hands with opposable thumbs, the skin on the backs covered with fine fur and the palms and fingertips studded with rough pads. They used them the same way humans did, to aid in expression.

“The Chron—and of course that is only our name for them; we have little knowledge about their own language or what name they might have given themselves—they are another species, like humans, Vilisians, and Lobors, with bipedal symmetry and a similar arrangement of body parts. Head, torso, two arms, two legs. A tough, plated or scaled skin—all three had a pale colouration—with no body hair, and protruding bone flares at the back of the head that showed individuation. In the bodies we studied, two distinct genders were noted, and we inferred sexual reproduction. Their DNA is three-stranded and their chromosomal chemistry perhaps as different as that of any of the other three races we know. In other words, they were no more dissimilar than humans and Lobors.” She flashed a brief smile at us.

“There was some evidence that the use of bioengineered genes and genetic enhancements might be widespread throughout the population, although since our research specimens were limited it could have been a phenomenon only among members of the military. The most we know of any written language are the basic symbols marking the controls in their ships. It seems unlikely that any species could attain spacefaring capabilities without a well-developed written language, so this seems to be further evidence of their almost pathological need for secrecy.”

“Were their ships the only examples of their technology we ever saw?” I asked.

Cerevare nodded. “They carried no personal artifacts, or nothing we could identify as such. The ships were always small, one- or two-person craft, not intended to offer amenities on long journeys. For this reason we always felt certain that the larger Chron base ships—or a way back to them—couldn’t be far away. But we were never able to actually track them to one.”

Hirin pushed his chair away from the table and rose, crossing to the counter to pull a refill of steaming chai from the dispenser. “So, what do you think you’ll be able to do at this moon artifact?”

“That, I do not know, yet,” the Lobor answered. “I am carrying a large amount of data with me, although I doubt it is more than the Protectorate would have.” She leaned back in her chair, stifling a yawn with a softly-furred hand; an incongruous pairing with such a human gesture. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t know what the Protectorate expects from me. I suspect they are calling in anyone they can find who might be considered an ‘expert’ in any area of Chron knowledge.”

“Grasping at straws?” asked Viss with a grin.

Cerevare smiled. “Something like that. But however much or little help I am ultimately able to offer, I am excited to see a ‘new’ Chron item after all this time.”

“I wonder why they think it’s Chron?” I mused. “With so little hard physical data for reference.”

“It would not take much for them to make that assumption,” Cerevare said. “If similar alloys were used in its construction, or even a repetition of the few symbols we recognize as Chron from their ships, it would be enough. They are distinctive.” She stood and stretched. “And on that note, I shall make my way to bed. Thank you all, for a most interesting discussion.”

With a final smile for the three of us, she left the galley, the full yellow trousers she wore tonight swaying gently in time with her slightly bouncing gait.

Hirin contemplated the remains of his chai. “I wonder what this discovery will mean for Nearspace?”

“It’ll change things,” Viss said. “As long as it doesn’t attract any unwanted interest.”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “I keep thinking about all the ways something like that could be configured to send out a signal if it were discovered, if someone started messing with it. Sure, the Chron haven’t been around Nearspace in a hundred and fifty years—that doesn’t mean they’ve disappeared from the entire universe.”

“The Protectorate will be careful,” I said, but it sounded hollow, even to me. I wished I’d asked Lanar more about it when I’d had him on the comm.

“By all accounts the Chron were some mean bastardos,” Viss said. “I hope being careful will be enough.”

We all went off to our quarters then, but the jarring note of the end of the conversation replayed in my mind. Despite the comforting presence of Hirin’s even breathing at my side in our quarters, hours passed before sleep deigned to visit me.

 

 


Chapter 7 – Jahelia
Cat and Mouse

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE EIGHT YEARS since my father died on Quma have been busy for me. I spent two trying to track down his old PrimeCorp colleague, Emmage Mahane, whose name I’d finally found in my father’s datapad. His notes on her were extensive, enough to make me think he’d been a bit unhealthily obsessed with her all these years, although he’d never mentioned her in my hearing. PrimeCorp wanted her, and wanted her badly, since she’d absconded with every speck of data on the nanobioscavenger project when she objected to the ethics of PrimeCorp’s marketing plans.

Except the data that lived on in my parents and me. Fortunately, Dad had covered his tracks or played dumb well enough that PrimeCorp wasn’t suspicious enough to test us. I guess we had to thank Emmage Mahane for taking the heat on that one.

Why did I think I could succeed where PrimeCorp, with all its resources, had failed? Because every big corporation in Nearspace suffers from a bad case of bureaucracy, and it seemed to me that one person, in a case like this, would simply be more efficient.

“I can’t figure out where they’re headed now,” Pita fretted, bringing me back to the present. “I mean, there’s nothing out here!”

“Maybe they’ve got Paixon’s mother stashed on an asteroid somewhere,” I said.

“You know as well as I do that she’s got to be on Kiando again. Otherwise why would the Tane Ikai even have gone there?”

I shrugged. “Because the Protectorate told them to? Paixon dances to her brother’s tune.”

“I’ve done the math, Jahelia. There’s a ninety-six point oh four percent—”

“Oh, shut up, Pita. I don’t really doubt that Emmage Mahane is back on Kiando with Gusain Buig.”

“Then why are we out here following her daughter’s ship? I thought the point was to get to Mahane through her.”

“Because I’m working for PrimeCorp, and that’s what they want me to do.”

“I thought you were only using PrimeCorp as a means to an end. The end being—”

“Will you shut up?” I stood from the pilot’s seat and stalked to the little galley, although it wasn’t really far enough for stalking. And there was nowhere on the ship I could go to actually get away from the annoying AI.

I took deep breaths as I pulled a cazitta from the machine. I wished I hadn’t been quite so open, talking to Pita, before I’d realized that she’d remember everything I said and bring it up in later conversations. “Look, PrimeCorp is paying me pretty well to keep tabs on Paixon and her little gang. It’s a good gig, so I’m playing it as long as it’s worthwhile.”

“Hey, hey, all right,” Pita huffed. I could imagine her, if she were a person, throwing her hands up in exasperation. The PrimeCorp programmers were good. “I just like to know the program. I’m the one flying the ship, right?”

“Yeah, right, that’s you,” I agreed sarcastically, rolling my eyes. She couldn’t fly the ship without me giving her instructions. Unfortunately, since Pita was based on my personality, she was proficient at recognizing my sarcasm.

“Pfft,” was all she said.

I ignored her and sipped at the cazitta, savouring the licorice bite. I wasn’t about to tell her that now, suddenly, when I finally knew where to find Emmage Mahane, I didn’t know what to do with that information.

After two years of searching, I hadn’t been able to find Emmage Mahane on my own, and it galled me to admit it.

Discouraged, I had decided to let it go. I took passage to Vileyra, a planet where my parents and I had never lived, and tried to get on with my life. But I couldn’t get Emmage Mahane and what she’d done to us—inadvertently or not—out of my head. I found myself drifting from planet to planet again, telling myself I was simply travelling for fun or to find a better job or a more welcoming climate—but I was fooling myself. I was really searching for her. When I found myself applying for a job as part of the cleaning crew on a starliner, thinking I might come across her that way, I knew I had a problem. And I had to do something concrete about it if I was ever going to shake it.

My biggest obstacle was lack of funds—I didn’t have my own ship and no resources to get one. But then I got smart. If I couldn’t beat PrimeCorp, maybe I’d let them help me, without even knowing they were doing it. I got close to one of the lowly clerks at PrimeCorp main, and worked my way up until I landed myself an audience with Alin Sedmamin himself.

That had been an interesting meeting. He perked right up when I introduced myself as the “great-granddaughter” of Berrto Sord himself, who had worked at PrimeCorp so long ago. I spun him a good story about how my great-granddaddy had died ever so many years past, and I’d only recently found out the family history of how Emmage Mahane had done him wrong. I didn’t tell Sedmamin why I wanted to find Mahane, just left it up to his imagination. I’ll give the man one thing, he has a good imagination. Told him I had some impressive credentials and would be willing to pool resources. Of course he said he couldn’t see Mahane hurt, because she had information he wanted. Of course I said I wasn’t planning on hurting her—or at least not until he had what he wanted.

An interesting meeting, indeed.

I’m sure he ran a background check on me and my father. But by then the records showed only what I wanted them to show. No mention of how we’d lived on Renata and dad taught at the university there. No mention of the years on Vele under other names. No record of my mother entering the health care system, because of the bioscavs that shouldn’t have been in her blood. No mention of how expensive black market health care is, my father’s gambling, or his involvement in the Longate scandal. None of that.

Instead, he’d found a rather predictable and boring family tree of predictable and boring people, leading to me. Completely fictitious, but useful. Very, very useful.

“Jahelia, are you listening to me? I said, what do you think they’re doing?” Pita said again in an aggrieved tone.

I snapped out of the memories and returned to the pilot’s skimchair, balancing the mug on the console. “I don’t know! Why don’t you have another go at decrypting that datapacket you intercepted, if you’re so curious? Maybe there’s a clue in there.”

“It’s a Protectorate classified packet,” Pita said with exaggerated patience. “They make them so that unless you have the key, you can’t decrypt it, you know? Stripping a copy from the original is the easy part.”

“Well, you’re the one who’s so fired up to get some answers. We’ll find out. Be patient.”

“Hmmm,” Pita said. “They’ve initiated a long-range scan.”

“Out here?” I sat forward in the chair. “What are they after out here?

Pita laughed, one of the personality enhancements I found particularly annoying. “We’ll find out. Be patient,” she mimicked.

We’d followed the Tane Ikai, always skirting the edge of scanner range, while they made a stopover at Mars, then skipped to Lambda Saggitae and made an even briefer stop on Anar. Then they backtracked to Sol system, skipped through MI 2 Eridani and Beta Comae Berenices, and wound up in Delta Pavonis without making any other stops along the way. It was a weird, roundabout route and I couldn’t figure out what their end destination might be, but they weren’t stopping to pick up or deliver cargo. That meant they were headed somewhere with a purpose beyond the normal hauling jobs—maybe an important passenger. I figured their roundabout route was an attempt to confuse or lose anyone like us, who might be following them. Now their route suggested that they weren’t in Delta Pavonis to go to either Rhea or Renata, the two inhabited planets. At first I thought they might be heading for the Split, since I’d seen them travel that anomalous and dangerous wormhole twice lately, but they turned away from its coordinates as well.

I tapped my fingernails on the console. We weren’t close enough to get a visual signal, so the Tane Ikai was nothing more than a tiny, hologrammatic dot on my fancy new display. “Yeah, this just got more interesting. What are you doing, Luta Paixon?”

“Should I pull back? They could catch us in a long-range scan.”

“Sure—no, wait.” I stared at the glowing dot and considered. “Hang here a little longer and see if they spot us. If they do, I’m not averse to a little cat-and-mouse. It’s been getting a little boring.”

Pita chuckled. “Who’s the cat, and who’s the mouse?”

I smiled. “Meow.”

 

 


Chapter 8 ­– Luta
Take a Deep Breath and Jump

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WE’D MADE AN uneventful skip into the Delta Pavonis system, and Yuskeya laid in the coordinates for the new wormhole. Lanar had sent them as a classified datapacket, so the Protectorate must have been able to keep its whereabouts a secret so far. Our instructions were to start long-range scans early and not get too near the wormhole unless we were certain there were no other ships in the vicinity. It wasn’t likely we’d been followed, but the Protectorate didn’t like to take chances.

Their paranoia turned out to be a good thing. The scans showed a ship outside the range of our short-range scans, but close enough to monitor us if it wanted to.

“Can you get a drive signature?” I asked.

Yuskeya shook her head. “Still too far out.”

I sighed. “Well, we’re not supposed to get too close to the new wormhole if there’s anyone around, so let’s pretend we’re passing through. Keep heading past the wormhole and checking on that ship, and once they’re out of range we’ll double back.”

“What a waste of time,” Baden grumbled. “They’re probably not paying any attention to us, anyway.”

I patted his shoulder. “I know, but we’re on a Protectorate mission, so we’ll play by Protectorate rules. I’m not willing to screw it up by being impatient. We’ve got lots of time to get Cerevare there. Let’s be cautious for once.”

A half-hour or so later Baden commed me over the ship’s system; I’d gone to the galley for some lunch. “Guess you were right, Captain. I think that ship is following us.”

“Really?” I hadn’t actually suspected anything of the sort. I was just following the precautions Lanar had asked me to take.

“They haven’t gotten much closer to us, but they haven’t moved off, either. Unless they’re following a route parallel to ours, and I can’t really see where that would be taking them, since we’re only marking time.”

I chewed the last bite of my sandwich while I thought about it. “Hmm. Okej, give them another half hour. If they’re still keeping pace, we’ll head over to their position and see if they want to talk about anything.”

They hadn’t changed course in the allotted time, so I gave Rei the order to move toward the ship. I hadn’t decided what to do. I could make contact with them, get their story—but I didn’t know if I wanted to come right out and accuse them of following us. That would imply that we had a reason for someone to follow us, and I didn’t want to put that idea in anyone’s head.

We didn’t get to ask any questions, anyway. We did, however, get one answered. The ship took off quickly as soon as we’d covered about a quarter of the distance between us, so there was no doubt that whoever they were, they’d been monitoring us.

“Want to chase them?” Rei asked, swinging around in her skimchair to face me. Her eyes were bright behind the mask of her pridattii, and I could tell she hoped the answer would be yes. “We could try out the new burst drive.”

I hesitated. I was, in fact, burning to know who was following us and why. Was it that someone had noticed us pick up Cerevare and had reason to wonder why? Or was it PrimeCorp again?

“I don’t want to get sidetracked,” I said finally, “but I want to know who that was. Run us close enough to scan the drive signature—use the burst drive if necessary. That might put a scare into them and they’ll leave us alone for a bit, which will give us time to get through the new wormhole.” I grinned. “They won’t be following us there, I’ll bet.”

So Rei poured it on, with a little encouragement from Viss, and the new burst drive worked beautifully. We managed to close the distance between the two ships enough for Yuskeya to catch our quarry in a drive scan. Once she gave the word that she had enough data, we dropped back and let the other ship keep running, putting a nice margin between us again, then wheeled to head for the wormhole.

“Okay, Rei, use the burst drive all the way to the spot where we engaged it before. Even if they come back, our normal signature should have dissipated before they can trace it to the wormhole.”

“Who did you piss off this time, Mother?” Maja asked, then bit her lip. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

I shrugged. “I don’t really know. Could be PrimeCorp, could be someone following Cerevare. Could be something else entirely—pirates, trying to decide if we’re a worthwhile target.”

“Hey, Captain, guess what?” Yuskeya looked up from the nav board where she had analyzed the scan data. “It’s our friend from the other day. That’s one pirate who gets around.”

I frowned. “Now, that, I don’t like. He’s far too persistent.”

“Yeah, and I’m guessing he’s got a lot more inside that hull than you’d think,” said Baden. “I sent a little tracer piggybacking on Yuskeya’s scan, and it picked up some tech readings you wouldn’t expect.”

“Like what?” I crossed to study the data over Baden’s shoulder.

“Better weapons than flash-pack torps, for one thing,” he said. “Wasp missiles and a particle beam, too. Long-range scanners that are probably as good as ours, enhanced comm capability. You name it, he seems to have it. You just wouldn’t think so from the outside, or from what he’s demonstrated so far.”

“Put that ship on long-range alert status,” I ordered. “I want to know the instant he comes within range of us.”

“You’ve got it, Captain,” Yuskeya said. “Now if we hightail it into that wormhole—”

“It’ll be the last we see of him for a while,” I finished. “And amen to that.”

Ah, wishful thinking.

 

BACK AT THE coordinates Lanar had provided, we ran all the scans again, long- and short-range. At the all-clear, we turned our attention to the new wormhole. It looked much like any of the others studded around Nearspace, a darker area of space where no stars twinkled in the far distance. A moonlit shadow against an ebony background. You could pass it without noticing if your scans were off and you weren’t paying attention.

“Viss, we’ve arrived,” I told him over the ship’s comm. “How’s the new skip drive doing?”

“Running smooth as organic velvet,” he assured me. “The new upgrade should make it easier for Rei to stabilize the skips as we go through.”

“Usual scans are running,” Yuskeya reported. “Everything seems to be within the normal range—wait a second, belay that observation. Hmmm . . . ” Her fingers darted over the display, keying in commands.

“What is it?” I didn’t want any further complications. Lanar hadn’t given me an alternate plan B.

“One sec . . . the wormhole seems to have an irregular mass node. It’s causing the readings to fluctuate, where most wormholes remain steady.”

I frowned. “Not something that should stop us, though, right? I’m sure there are a few similar wormholes around Nearspace.”

“No, it’s nothing serious, but worth noting. I’m sure Admiralo Mahane would have warned us if it were likely to cause a problem.”

“Unless it’s a new development.”

“No, I’d say this is intrinsic to the wormhole’s nature, or the result of something that happened to it a long time ago. It means that the wormhole’s mass node reading varies from point to point along its length, where usually it’s a single, unvarying number.” She flashed a grin. “Rei might have to work a little harder to keep the ride smooth, that’s all.”

Rei snorted. “After piloting the Split when Hirin took his attack, there’s no wormhole that scares me anymore.”

I shuddered, thinking of that experience, still sickeningly fresh in my mind. We’d come close to slipping off the safe side of that unusual wormhole into the unknown, and Hirin had suffered a heart attack. Not a skip I wanted to remember, or was ever likely to forget, no matter how long my mother’s nanobioscavengers allowed me to live.

“Any idea what’s causing the anomaly, Yuskeya?”

“None.”

Viss spoke up over the ship’s comm. “We don’t know anything about the star system beyond this wormhole, Captain. It could also be caused by some type of radiation we’re not familiar with, leaking through the wormhole’s terminal point on the other end. Or some other force working on the wormhole from that system.”

I noticed he addressed his remarks to me, not to Yuskeya, and stifled a sigh. “Thanks, Viss, that’s a reasonable notion. Okej, folks, let’s take a step into the unknown.”

“I wonder if this is what wormhole explorers feel when they find a new one,” Baden said. “I’ve got a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

“That’s fear, Baden,” Rei said smoothly. “I suppose you’d have us believe you don’t recognize the sensation.”

“I’d never claim that, dearest Rei,” he retorted. “Not after flying with you at the helm for this long.”

“All right, children, settle down,” Hirin admonished, “or you’ll be going to bed with no supper.”

“You’d better listen to him. He means it,” Maja said with a grin.

I rolled my eyes. As if she’d ever been sent to bed without supper!

“Pipe down, everyone, I’m calling our guest to join us on the bridge,” I said. “I’d like to maintain our civilized facade for a little longer, if possible.”

“No need to call, I am here,” Cerevare said, entering from the main corridor and crossing to sit in an empty skimchair. “And I believe I know this crew pretty well by now,” she added with a lupine smile. Today she wore an emerald-green shirt with billowy black pants, as well as the bright, ever-present sash. I didn’t know if all Lobors favoured such intense colours, but Cerevare certainly did. Human chairs not being made to accommodate the different proportions of Lobors’ legs to their torsos, she always unselfconsciously tucked her legs up under her when she sat, so they wouldn’t dangle. At first it had seemed too casual, but we were used to it now. I’d already made a note to buy a Lobor-style skimchair and one for the galley at the first opportunity. I’d never had a Lobor crew member, so I’d never really considered it before; now that seemed close-minded on my part.

“Excellent,” I said. “And to answer your question, Baden, I don’t think we can equate this with exploring a new wormhole. At least we know what’s beyond this one, even if it’s only a general idea. We know it actually has an ‘other side’ and that we won’t be stuck forever in a closed-point singularity. We know we won’t emerge in a fatal proximity to a star. We know there’s no weird interstellar dust cloud carrying particles that our arrival will suddenly ignite or start some other reaction, annihilating us so fast you wouldn’t even be able to wonder what happened.”

I paused for breath, and Baden fixed me with a quizzical stare. “So, I take it you’ve had the experience of spelunking new wormholes, Captain?”

“No, but Hirin and I debated the possibility for a while when we were younger—much younger. Yes, before you were born, Maja,” I said, seeing the question begin to form on my daughter’s lips. “We considered it too risky, and having seriously considered those scenarios, I can tell you this is nothing like how it would feel to actually face them.”

“I read that PrimeCorp is still the largest private funder of independent wormhole explorers,” said Hirin. “They’ve got their fingers in more pies than they even have fingers.”

“They won’t miss any possible opportunity to make a dollar,” I said. “If they’re funding the exploration, they’re entitled to a cut of any resulting discovery royalties.”

“I’ll take your word for it about the wormhole exploring anxiety,” Baden said. “But you have to grant that this is exciting.”

I grinned at him. “I’ll give you that. I’ve never had the pleasure of travelling to a newly-discovered secret system before. Now, we’re supposed to send a message through the wormhole before we head in, and wait for confirmation, so let’s do that. To Admiralo Woodroct, on the O. Domtaw, according to Lanar’s brief. Tell him we’re here, waiting to come through on his word.”

“Sending it now, Captain.”

“Yuskeya, keep an eye out for our unwanted visitor, would you? I don’t think they’ll catch up with us, but they’ve surprised us before.”

We waited in silence, but no reply came from the Domtaw. I drummed my fingers on the arm of my chair. “Baden, resend that message, would you? Add that we may have an unknown ship following us, and we’d like to get through the wormhole before they catch up to us.”

Baden’s nimble fingers stuttered across the screen, and a moment later he said, “Message away.”

Another few minutes ticked by in agonizing slowness. “What’s the delay over there?” I said, irritated. “I thought the priority was for us to get in there without being seen. Now they’re making us wait on the doorstep?”

“They could be busy, I guess,” Hirin offered. “Although you’re right, I expected them to be watching for us.”

I tapped a fingernail against my front teeth. “Yuskeya, any indication there’s someone coming through the wormhole from the other side?”

After a brief pause, she reported, “Tracer scan seemed to take a little longer than usual, but it reports all clean, Captain.”

“Well, I think we’ve waited long enough out here.  Viss, let’s have the skip drive. Rei, whenever you’re ready, take us in.”

“Aye, Captain,” she said, as the skip drive thrummed to life. Normal drives aren’t enough to traverse the inside of a wormhole—they wouldn’t even take you past the edge, or terminal point. The skip drive generates a thin layer of what the physicists call “Krasnikov matter,” enough to keep the wormhole from destabilizing while a ship is inside it, and a strong enough field to launch the ship into the wormhole at one terminal point. The field also holds the ship intact by countering the immense forces at work inside the wormhole, and protects it from the high-frequency radiation, which would prove disastrous for ship and crew. Finally, it repels the ship from the inside surface of the wormhole, propelling it through in a series of skips, like a rock skipping across calm water. Unlike a rock skipping across water, however, the skips don’t run in a straight line. As the skip field repels from one side of the hole, the ship slides around to bounce the next time off the opposite side, to create a water-going-down-the-drain effect.

As we moved past the terminal point, the wormhole seemed like any other. The inside is actually quite a pretty place. All that radiation pouring into the wormhole gets blueshifted to high frequencies and reacts with the Krasnikov matter to hold the wormhole open. The result is a breathtaking swirl of constantly moving colour, like a hundred rainbows spinning down a drain.

We’d made only the first skip, skimming the wormhole’s inner surface, when Viss’s voice came over the ship’s comm. “Might have some trouble here, Captain.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“You want to go to a private channel?”

“No, go ahead. If we’re in trouble, everyone needs to know.”

“Some kind of cosmic ray is penetrating the shields and affecting the skip drive,” Viss said in his no-nonsense way. “I don’t know if it will destabilize the drive or not.”

“Starting a scan,” Yuskeya said, not waiting for me to give the order.

“Rei, how does it feel so far?” I asked. She was the one who’d know soonest if anything was going wrong with the skips.

“No problem yet,” she said steadily. “Are these something we should worry about from a medical point of view?”

“I don’t think so,” Yuskeya answered before Viss could, if he would have had an answer at all. As the resident medic, she was best suited to know, anyway.

I realized that I’d sat forward in my chair and had gripped the arms with a white-knuckle intensity. I forced myself to sit still and try to relax. No crew functions well if their captain appears rattled, and if Rei wasn’t worried, I shouldn’t be yet.

The destabilization of the skip drive would be dangerous, to put it mildly. The skip field and the Krasnikov generation keep the wormhole open while the ship skips through. If the skip field failed, it might cause the wormhole to collapse around the ship, and I can’t really describe what would happen at that point because I don’t know. We’d be killed, for certain; the shields would fail from the sheer strength of the forces inside a collapsing wormhole, and without the shields, the X-rays and gamma rays would fry us in an instant.

That part, we don’t talk about with the passengers. But it was too late to try and keep any secrets from Cerevare now. I glanced over at her, but her lupine face was composed and still.

“Anyone else notice these grey lines?” Hirin asked suddenly. “I’ve been trying to gather data on them but I don’t know if I’m actually getting anything. They seem familiar, somehow . . .”

I’d noticed them peripherally, a series of grey streaks that ran lengthwise down the sides of the wormhole, like striations in rock or muscle. The colours swirled past them, leaving them visible and unmoving on the wormhole walls. Now I paid more attention to them. Hirin was right. “Yes, I’ve definitely seen something like them before. But I can’t recall–”

Hirin snapped his fingers. “The wormhole into Tau Ceti. We didn’t make that run all that often, but I’m sure that’s where I’ve seen them before.”

I nodded. The Tau Ceti system had only one inhabited planet, Quma, and only one wormhole entry, from Eta Cassiopeia. Being a “dead-end” run, we hadn’t travelled it as part of our regular route in the days we’d been running the Tane Ikai together. But the wormhole did have these same grey striations. They’d never seemed to have any impact on how the wormhole functioned, so I’d forgotten about them.

“Not getting much,” Hirin said. “We’d need specialized scanners built to gather data inside wormholes. Too much input, so our normal scanners are overwhelmed.”

“We’ll ask the Protectorate smart boys about it when we get there,” I told him. “Rei, Viss, Yuskeya, how are we doing? Anything else strange? Talk to me.” We’d made about four skips now; the number in any wormhole was variable.

“Still holding,” Rei reported. “Ship feels a little wobbly, but nothing serious.”

“Readings are decreasing,” Yuskeya said. “I don’t have a fix on where they originated—it’s too hard to tell in here. Everything is so stirred up inside a wormhole . . .”

“That’s okay.” I let out a long breath. “Viss?”

“Nothing more to report down here.”

Then the terminal point appeared, and a second later we emerged out the other side. Rei cut the skip drive, and the ship seemed suddenly silent as we sailed into the newest system to be part of Nearspace.

It was certainly beautiful, this first glimpse of it. Sometimes wormholes emerge into empty space, a vast starfield with nothing to distinguish dock from starwise. This one, though, offered a spacescape so varied one hardly knew where to look first. A vast particle cloud hovered in the near distance, the mass of ionized dust radiating shades of orange with bright purple specularity at its centre. Far off, the system’s sun was a pale blue-white glow. Nearer to us a planet hung, its surface a mottled terra cotta smudged with yellow. And circling it were the moons.

I counted three right away, although I found out later that there was a fourth, out of sight behind the planet when we emerged. The closest to us was a tiny thing, a shimmer of red in the reflected light of the planet. Nearer the planet, its twin sister spun, no larger, but more orange in colour; an echo of the particle cloud that provided the backdrop. The hidden moon, I found out later, was an irregular lump, an ugly grey stepsister to the planet’s other companions.

But the other was even smaller than the first two. I spotted it mainly because a Protectorate ship—Pegasus-class, the same as Lanar’s—hovered close by. This last moon was the same reddish-orange colour, basking in the light from both the planet and the particle cloud. A double set of rings, offset perhaps forty-five degrees from one another, winked golden against the dark starfield behind it.

“That one,” Cerevare said with what might have been a sigh of happiness. “That one is the Chron moon.”

 

 

 


Chapter 9 – Luta
Of Unusual Moons
and Unexpected Visitors

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“INCOMING MESSAGE,” BADEN said, skimming his fingers over the comm board. “Admiral Louis Woodroct, on board the Nearspace Protectorate Vessel O. Domtaw.” Baden turned in his chair and gave me a wink. “Sounds indignigi,” he whispered.

“Responding,” I said, and Baden nodded. “This is Captain Luta Paixon of the far trader Tane Ikai,” I said. “I believe you were expecting us, Admiralo.”

“Acknowledged,” the Admiral answered tersely. “Forgive me for getting right to the point, but weren’t you instructed to contact me before entering the wormhole from Delta Pavonis? We could have fired on you in error!”

I did a quick eye contact around the crew. “Yes, Admiral, and we did so.”

“Well, it didn’t come through here,” he said. I could tell from the tone of his voice that he didn’t believe me.

“Twice, in fact,” I continued. “We received no response, and only proceeded through because we were in danger of being discovered. Perhaps your comm officer didn’t notice the messages come in?”

“My comm officer is sitting three feet away from me, Captain Paixon, and there was nothing for her to notice.”

“I didn’t mean to imply any incompetence, Admiral,” I said mildly. “My communications officer will forward you the timestamp data.”

Baden nodded and punched commands into his console. I met Hirin’s gaze, and he pulled a face and waggled a finger to indicate the possibility that the Admiral was crazy. I fought down a giggle as the Admiral returned to the comm.

“I have your data, Captain. Did you experience anything unusual on the wormhole skip?”

“Affirmative, Admiral. Our scans picked up a bombardment of unidentified cosmic rays. They threatened to interfere with the skip drive, but it stayed stable enough for us to make the skip. We also noted grey striations inside the wormhole, similar, we think, to those found in the wormhole between Eta Cassiopeia and Tau Ceti systems.” I wasn’t above showing off a little. “Are either of those what you mean?”

There was silence from the other end of the comm. With a glance at me, Cerevare spoke up.

“This is Cerevare Brindlepaw, Admiral Woodroct,” she said. “I’d also be interested in the answer to Captain Paixon’s question. It might help me in my analysis of the artifact.”

“Your messages just came through now, Captain, a good five minutes after you sent them. And your timestamp data is off by the same amount. Perhaps we’ll discuss all of this in person. Is your ship damaged in any way from the skip?”

“Not to my knowledge, but I’ll have my engineer run a full scan and diagnostics shortly. I’ll advise you if he finds anything.”

“Very well. The other ship nearby is the Nearspace Protectorate Vessel R. Stillwell, under Commander Holly Ballenger. They’re patrolling nearby. I’ll send a shuttle for Sinjorino Brindlepaw whenever she’s ready. I invite you to join us for the briefing.”

I nodded, thinking that Lanar must have pulled some heavy strings to get me included in the invitation. I thought we’d do nothing but hang around until Cerevare decided whether she could be any help here, and if so, how long she would stay. “Thank you, Admiral. We’ll be in touch.”

“I’ve been running scans since we left the wormhole,” Yuskeya said. “There’s no trace of those rays now, and no indication where they would have come from in this system. And there’s something else that I don’t believe your brother mentioned to us, Captain.” She turned to me, eyes twinkling. “There’s another wormhole leading out of this system. The other Nearspace ship the Admiral mentioned? It’s not patrolling. It’s a Dragon-class ship, and it’s parked. Right beside that wormhole.”

“Huh,” Hirin grunted. “Dragon-class? That’s a real battleship. So chances are, they don’t know where that one goes.”

“Or they do, and it has them worried,” Yuskeya said.

Cerevare slipped out of the skimchair and stretched. “Captain, I’ll collect a few things from my quarters. Will you signal me when you’re ready to go?”

I nodded, and the historian left the bridge. “Okej, folks,” I said to the others. “I know you’re itching to do all sorts of scans and readings and who-knows-what-else with gadgets and programs that you’re not supposed to have and I don’t want to know about. Try to resist those urges for a little while, all right? This admiral’s already got his face in a knot, he’s worried about something, and I don’t want to annoy him further until he’s told me what he’s willing to share. Got it?”

Chagrin was evident on Yuskeya and Baden’s faces, and I could imagine Viss down in engineering, shaking his head.

Baden made one attempt to sway me. “Captain, aren’t you the least bit curious to know why our messages were delayed for so long?”

“And why our time-encoding is wrong?” Rei added. “Because that’s tied into the main shipsystem, so I don’t see how—”

“Of course I’m curious,” I interrupted. “And you’re all welcome to think of as many possible explanations as you can while I’m gone gathering information. As long as none of them involve doing anything that the Admiral or I would not approve of. Hirin, you have the chair.” I slid out of it. He kissed me, a quick peck on the cheek as I passed him.

“Good luck over there,” he said. “Charm the hell out of him.”

I rolled my eyes. Hirin has, I think, an exaggerated notion of my powers of persuasion. However, that’s an admirable quality in a husband. “I’ll do my best,” I promised, and went to change into a clean t-shirt.

 

MY BEST WASN’T getting me very far, I thought glumly about an hour later. Cerevare and I were in the Admiral’s situation room, having been plied with caff and some rather bland sugar cookies. We still didn’t know what scans, tests, or other procedures the Protectorate bright boys had already carried out on the moon, despite Cerevare’s polite interrogation of the Admiralo. He’d obviously invited us over here to find out more about us, rather than to give us any information.

“Let me put it this way,” the Admiral had said with extreme politeness. “What we do know about the operant moon—”

“Operant moon?” Cerevare interjected.

“That’s what the scientists are calling it, to distinguish it from the other natural or inert moons,” he explained. “What we do know, which I grant you isn’t much, is either classified, or I don’t want to influence Sinjorino Brindlepaw before she’s had a chance to make her own observations.”

Which was fine and made sense, but why had he made us come over here for it? I didn’t think any of us had really learned anything we hadn’t known before.

Finally, Cerevare asked, “When can I visit the operant moon itself?”

“Would you be willing to wait until tomorrow? There’s a team there now, carrying out some tests, and it will likely take the rest of the day. We’ve temporarily lost contact with them, and I may have to send a second ship down to investigate. I don’t want to risk a civilian down there until I’m sure it’s safe.”

Well, at least I knew what was making the Admiral so testy. “Do you think that something they did caused the phenomenon we noted coming through the wormhole?”

His face said he wished I hadn’t figured that out. “As I said, I’d rather not give Signorino Brindlepaw any preconceived notions,” he said smoothly. “We won’t know ourselves until we re-establish contact with them.”

Which erased any doubt that was exactly what he thought.

“Very well,” Cerevare said with good grace. “You won’t mind, then, if I instruct Captain Paixon’s crew to run some tests and scans on my behalf?” He began to object, but she didn’t give him a chance. “Since they’ll be based on my own notions about the moon, the results will form the initial part of my assessment.”

“It depends,” he said. “There’s an awful lot about this thing we don’t know yet. What sort of data do you want?”

Cerevare shrugged elegantly. “Basic data: age, mass, composition. Nothing that would actually interfere with the moon. And I’m sure you’ve already done these sorts of things yourself.”

“Of course.” But he’d already refused to share the results with us, and he obviously didn’t want to lose face by changing his tune now. “That will be fine, I suppose. But Captain, you and your crew must respect the utmost secrecy of these results.”

I felt like the teacher had wagged his finger at me. “I’ve already been briefed on the nature of this mission by Admiralo Mahane, sir, you needn’t worry about that.” I stood. “Then we’ll hear from you tomorrow.”

He stood and extended a hand, which I shook. No hard feelings. “Yes. And thank you again for bringing Signorino Brindlepaw here.”

“It was my pleasure.”

We shuttled back to the Tane Ikai. Naturally the crew were more than helpful to Cerevare in performing the scans she requested, and if any other data-gathering gremlins hitched a ride on those scans, I didn’t know about it. I was in the galley having dinner with Hirin and complaining about how Protectorate officers so often annoyed the hell out of me, my own brother being only partially excepted. But that was only in-between bites of the delicious garlic noodle prizo Hirin had cooked for us.

So I didn’t know what was happening at first; I heard the shouts from the bridge, felt a rumble as the auxiliary drives came to life. Then Baden, on the ship’s comm.

“Captain! You’d better get out here!”

I didn’t even stop to think how many meals have been interrupted by something like that. We left everything on the table and Hirin and I sprinted down the corridor to the bridge.

“What—” I started, but they were ahead of me.

“Looks like we’ve got a visitor from Delta Pavonis,” Rei said, “and the Admiralo will no doubt be chewing you out before very long. See for yourself.”

She flashed an image up on the main screen and it didn’t take me more than three seconds to recognize the putative pirate who had apparently been dogging our heels since before we arrived at Mars.

“Damn that idioto! Why would he do something so stupid?”

“I think you’ve answered your own question, Captain,” Yuskeya said wryly. “He’s an idiot. My advice is to stay out of this until the Admiral calls you in.”

“PrimeCorp must be out of their minds, mucking around in Protectorate business,” I said. “They were reprimanded on Vele. You’d think they’d leave me alone for a little while.”

“Maybe now they have a grudge,” Hirin suggested. “They want to make a point.”

“But no-one else even knows they’re bothering me,” I protested. “Who does that send a message to?”

“You,” Viss suggested over the comm. “Looks like they’re not done with you yet, Captain.”

“Lucky me,” I muttered. “Well, I’m taking Yuskeya’s advice and keeping out of it. Finding the Protectorate here was probably more than they’d bargained for, so let’s enjoy the show.”

Baden flashed me a grin and gestured to the comm board. “Want to listen in on the conversation? Admiral Woodroct is giving him hell.”

“Stop that!” I ordered. “I know you’re a techdog and you love all this eavesdropping and stuff, but you’re going to get me in trouble. In more trouble.”

“They don’t even know I’m here,” he assured me. “It’s pickup only. You know damn well you’re itching to hear this.”

The pirate ship had quite obviously not expected to run through the wormhole and find not one, but two Protectorate ships in the immediate vicinity. However, the Protectorate was not in the best situation for dealing with interlopers, either. The Stillwell must have been reluctant to leave its post near the other wormhole, because it hadn’t moved. The Domtaw had other problems on its hands, if they were still incommunicado with the crew on the surface of the Chron moon.

“The Admiral’s bawling him out, but good,” Baden said. “Citing Protectorate regulations and making all kinds of threats. Already forbade him to re-enter the wormhole and told him he can’t stay here, either. The pirate told Woodroct he’s not in a position to enforce any of that, and—”

“Baden, I’m ordering you to—”

“Wait!” Baden swung around to face me, losing the impish grin he’d worn as he listened in and reported. “The pirate’s saying he has an important message for you. About your mother.”

“Mother?” Damne. “Get me a line to Admiral Woodroct. Preferably one the pirate can’t overhear, if that’s even possible.” Lanar would owe me big-time when this was over.

“Admiral?” I said, when Baden gave me the nod. “Admiral, this ship is known to me, I’m afraid. At least—well, let’s just say I’ve had encounters with it before. I have not had actual contact with anyone inside it and had hoped to avoid that. This is the ship I was afraid might be following us when we were waiting to make the skip into this system.”

He didn’t respond, so I went on. “It appears this person or persons must have tracked us through the wormhole, despite my best efforts to avoid that. For that, I apologize.”

The silence from the Domtaw stretched out. Then, “Captain Paixon, the individual in command of this interloper vessel, who has so far refused to identify himself, says he has a personal message for you regarding your mother. That he knows who you are and knew where to find you makes me inclined to believe that part of his story, although anything else he says is suspect. Frankly,” and I thought I heard the Admiral sigh, “I can’t do much to him at this point unless he poses an actual threat. I’m still trying to re-establish contact with our people on the moon. So if you want to talk to him, I won’t stop you. I’ll tell him to keep his distance from this moon and stay clear of the wormhole, and then forget about him for now if he follows those orders.”

“Fine with me,” I said, and at that moment I felt a little sorry for the Admiral. He was definitely having a bad day.

“Baden,” I said, “I’m going back down to the galley and try to finish my supper. If this guy contacts us, patch it through to me there. Don’t initiate contact—let him come to us. Rei, you have the chair.”

I didn’t leave Hirin in charge because I knew he’d want to come with me and honestly, I wanted him to. Whatever this pirate had to say to me concerning Mother, I didn’t want to be alone when I spoke to him.

And it wasn’t long before he sent a message. Audio only, with some kind of scrambling device hooked up to distort his voice.

“Captain Paixon?” it stuttered.

“That’s me,” I said. “You have something to tell me about my mother. And I know you’re working for PrimeCorp, so don’t try and hand me any merde about that. I’m only listening while you’re saying something that interests me.”

“Oh, this should interest you, Captain. It would be in your mother’s best interests if you could convince her to negotiate directly with PrimeCorp on the nanobioscavenger issue.”

The voice-camouflaging intrigued me. Why would they do that? Was it someone I knew?

“PrimeCorp is already on the Protectorate’s scans,” I said. “What happened on Vele proves that. I would think they’d have more important things on their minds after that.”

“Consider it a safety issue. Think about it; maybe PrimeCorp needs the information your mother has now, more desperately than ever.”

My throat felt tight. The words were so cold and matter-of-fact, especially spoken in that mechanical, inhuman voice. “And whose safety are we talking about?”

“Let’s just say that if certain information came into their hands via a different route—say, released onto the free nets—they might feel their position would be stronger if your mother were out of the equation altogether. You should suggest that to her the next time you see her.”

Without saying another word, I shut down the connection with shaking hands. PrimeCorp was openly threatening Mother! Did they plan to move against her if she released her data onto the open nets? Hirin came over and put his arms around me, and to my surprise it didn’t do the slightest bit of good.

“We can’t stay here and wait for Cerevare now,” I said, leaning my head against his chest. “I have to get to Kiando and warn Mother, and get a message to Lanar.”

“Agreed. But I thought the Protectorate was clamping down on PrimeCorp. Why would they risk something like this if they know they’re being watched? And they have to know you’ll go straight to Lanar with it.”

“They’re desperate? They’re bluffing? I don’t know. Maybe planning to deny the whole thing? This guy could be a scapegoat, like Dores Amadoro.” I picked up my half-eaten supper and tossed it into the recycler. Delicious or not, I’d lost my appetite.

“Or they’re setting a trap,” Hirin mused. “Frighten you into running straight to your mother, and then follow you. They might not actually be planning violence against her, but they still want to know where she is.”

That gave me a moment’s pause. I’d been worried that I’d already done that once. “Maybe I should tell Woodroct, see what he thinks. He’s Protectorate, after all—”

I didn’t get to finish, because once again Fate had other plans for me.

“Captain, a ship just came through the wormhole—not the one from Delta Pavonis this time. The one the other Protectorate ship is guarding,” Yuskeya said briskly.

“Kristos,” I swore. “I’m on my way.”

 

 


Chapter 10 – Luta
Out of the Black

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“ALL SCREENS ON,” I snapped as soon as I reached the bridge. “Full perimeter view from the ship. Viss?”

“Here, Captain.”

“Everything ready to move at a word from me.”

“Already done.”

I saw that Cerevare was on the bridge with everyone else. Like a good passenger, she’d taken a seat out of the way and sat quietly watching the proceedings, but her furred face was drawn with concern.

With all the screens turned on, the bridge of the Tane Ikai took on the appearance of a surveillance vessel. “This one,” said Rei, and the magnification on one of the starwise screens increased. The vessel that had come through the wormhole hurtled in our direction. The NPV R. Stillwell moved slowly out of position to follow. It had taken them by surprise, apparently, and blasted past the waiting ship. The newcomer had a configuration I didn’t immediately recognize, which might have surprised me if I’d been capable of more surprise at that point. The vessel was long and blunt-nosed, with a sunburst of fins at the tail end and a sleek body.

“Lots of chatter between the Protectorate ships,” Baden reported. “It’s encrypted, but I could break it pretty easily. Should I?”

“Better not,” I ordered. “Not yet, anyway.”

“It probably consists of a lot of ‘Sankta Merde!’ and ‘What the hell is that?’“ Hirin said with a tight grin.

“I could tell them what it is,” Cerevare said evenly. She slid out of the skimchair and glided closer to the screen. “It is a Chron ship.”

“What?” Yuskeya’s long plait of dark hair swung as she whirled to face the Lobor. “Are you certain?”

Cerevare nodded. “It is my job to be certain of such things.”

“Dios! There’s a second one!”

“Can you get a closer view?”

Rei nodded and with a few strokes had enlarged the image of the second ship to twice the size.

This second ship looked nothing like the one Cerevare had identified as Chron. It was all dark angles and sharp protrusions as it snaked across the starfield in apparent pursuit of the Chron ship, but something else about it caught my eye. Despite its angular shape, the vessel had a shimmery, unstable appearance—almost as if it were gelatinous. Again, I didn’t recognize it as anything I’d come across in Nearspace before. I pulled up the Nearspace registry on my datapad to see if I could spot a match.

“Incoming from the Domtaw,” Baden said.

“Domtaw, this is the Tane Ikai.”

“Captain Paixon, this is Lieutenant Praveen. We’re not sure what’s happening here. Please move your ship a safe distance away.”

I resisted the urge to ask what that distance might be.

“Affirmative, Lieutenant,” I said. “Rei, set a course for the far side of the moon. Use the burst drive. I want to get it between us and whatever’s going to happen here.”

“Aye, Captain.” She didn’t take her eyes off the screen or the pilot’s board. The Tane Ikai leapt away from the current path of the oncoming Chron ship, as the Domtaw moved to intercept it.

“What about the pirate?” Rei asked.

“He can worry about his own azeno. He’s the Protectorate’s problem, not mine. Now, everyone find a seat,” I ordered. “This ride might get rough.”

Maja slid into the empty skimchair next to Baden, but Cerevare didn’t move from the screen displaying the Chron ship. Hirin crossed to her and gently led her to sit down. Her eyes didn’t leave the screen.

“I never expected to see one in my lifetime,” she said in a voice that was little more than a whisper.

“Any communication from either alien ship?” I asked Baden.

“Nothing.”

“I think they’re scanning,” Yuskeya said. “I’m picking up something from their ship, but I don’t know exactly what it is.”

“They’re changing course,” Rei said. “If I had to take a guess, I’d say they’re moving toward the moon.”

“After us?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. They’d have a more direct intercept course to us.”

“Keep getting us out of the way,” I told her. “The torps we’ve got on board won’t be more than fireworks if these folks decide to light it up with each other.”

Admiral Woodroct must have seen the change in course as well, because the Domtaw also turned back toward the moon. It was no match for the speed of the Chron ship, however.

There was too much happening on too many screens to easily keep track of it all, but the scenario was this: the Chron ship speeding toward the operant moon (where presumably the Domtaw’s people still were), the Domtaw moving to try and intercept it. Further behind, the Stillwell hurtling after the Chron ship, and behind that, gaining fast, the dark mystery ship that had emerged last from the second wormhole.

And us, trying to get the hell as far away as possible from whatever was going to happen. While still, I admit, keeping it all in view, because it was damned interesting.

I was studying the dark ship, which I already unconsciously thought of as the spider, when a bright flash lit up one of the other screens, jabbing sharply into my peripheral vision. A jolt almost shook me out of my seat as the engines died, killing our acceleration. My datapad shuddered in my hand, the notification vibration gone berserk, and the screen dissolved into gibberish. The case suddenly burned with a searing heat, and I dropped it to the floor. At least the pseudo-grav fields hadn’t been affected.

“Damne! What happened?”

“No main drive, no maneuvering thrusters,” Rei said, her voice tight with concentration, fingers skittering over the screen. “And my board reset itself. We’re coasting, folks.” She slid across to the co-pilot’s board. “This one’s still live.”

“Comm board is down, too. Switching to backup,” Baden reported. “We’ll have reduced range.”

“Chron ship fired something on the moon,” Yuskeya said. “We happened to be in the line of fire.”

“The operant moon?”

“The what?”

“Captain, we have a problem,” came Viss’s voice over the comm.

“That’s what the Protectorate calls it. The artifact moon. Viss, I can feel it. Report.”

“Propulsion system shut down without warning,” he said. The frustration in his voice was almost palpable. “I have to reset the entire system, including prechecks. Thrusters’ll be quick, main drive, not so much.”

I sucked my scorched fingers and swung my gaze to the screen showing the moon. It still spun unperturbed in its orbit, golden rings circling it like delicate bangles. It appeared completely unaffected. “Yuskeya, what’s our course? Immediate danger?”

“We have to restore drive power before we get caught in a gravity well, but for now we’re okay.”

“They missed it? How can you miss a moon?” Hirin sounded incredulous.

“They didn’t miss it,” Yuskeya said, focused on her screen. “There wasn’t any sort of an impact, but the moon started generating the same kind of rays that we encountered coming through the wormhole. It’s sending them in a stream directly into the mouth of the wormhole to Delta Pavonis.”

“Any idea what they are? Or what they do?”

“Not enough data. The Admiral’s people must have done something that triggered it before we arrived. Then they either stopped it, or it stopped itself.”

“Time it,” I said. “See how long it continues.”

“Domtaw is going nuts, ordering the Chron ship to stop, stand down, answer them—anything,” Baden said. “No response that I can pick up, and they’re still within range, even on the backup board.” He swung around to catch my eye. “Domtaw is threatening to fire on them.”

“Thrusters online, starting main drive pre-check,” Viss said from engineering.

I felt the ship rock as Rei applied thrusters to turn us slightly away from our course toward the moon, still coasting.

“What happened to the Stillwell?” Rei asked suddenly. “I’m not watching the fun—honest, I’m not, I’m driving the ship again—but it seems to have stopped moving, on my readout.”

I searched the screens. The dark ship was almost upon the Chron vessel, but the Stillwell had been in between them only a moment ago.

“It’s stopped moving,” Maja said.

I couldn’t look because at that moment the Chron ship veered aside from its course for the moon, and pointed its nose toward the Delta Pavonis wormhole. The Domtaw opened fire, and two torpedoes snaked silently out of the launch tubes and toward the Chron ship.

The Chron ship returned fire, a bright bite of orange light that chewed into the fore end of the Protectorate ship and burst it apart from within. The explosion was so brilliant it lit up most of the screens on our bridge. When it flared out again, the Nearspace Protectorate Vessel O. Domtaw was nowhere to be seen.

I never saw what happened to the Domtaw’s torps. All I knew was that we were in deep merde.

 

 

 


Chapter 11 – Jahelia
Curiosity as a Dangerous Pastime

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“MEGERO!” PITA SAID when Captain Paixon closed her comm connection to me without even saying goodbye. “She could have been a little more polite. But you didn’t exactly stick to the script, either.”

I allowed myself a little smile of satisfaction. Alin Sedmamin had given me a script for our encounter, but I’d decided at the last minute to improvise.

I sat back from the console. “I thought my message was better,” I told my personality-attuned computer AI. “Paixon was too cocky. I wanted to cut that out from under her.”

“You think she really knew you were working for PrimeCorp?”

“She could have been bluffing. Or she might think anyone who crosses her is working for them. They’ve got a long history, after all.”

“Maybe she knows more about us than you think.”

I ignored that. “Anyway, one of her weak spots was obviously her mother, as I’d suspected. Nice to have that confirmed.”

“And at least that idioto of an Admiral stopped shouting at us over the comm.”

“Typical Protectorate,” I said.  “Happy to let us be the Tane Ikai’s problem, as long as I didn’t bother him or whatever his little secret mission is.” I’d almost laughed aloud at him, ordering me to do this and not do that. He didn’t know about the burst drive installation PrimeCorp had gifted me—if I felt like going through the damned wormhole, I’d go, and I’d be past the terminal point before he could get that lumbering Pegasus tub even pointed in my direction.

I did chuckle now, as I moved to the tiny galley behind the cockpit and pulled off another nice mug of hot cazitta. My plan had been to catch up with Paixon, give her the message, and take off again, leaving her to wonder what else I might be up to, but I’d stumbled into something far too interesting to walk away from just yet. A secret wormhole? Protectorate ships in an unknown system? And a second wormhole leading who-knew-where?

Curiosity, that old cat-killer. One of my few weaknesses.

Mug in hand, I returned to my seat at the control board. “Pita, message for Alin Sedmamin, double-encrypted.”

“Go ahead.”

“Target acquired and message delivered. Initiating surveillance.” Short and sweet, and guaranteed to annoy Sedmamin, who always wanted to be briefed in detail.

“That’s it?” Pita asked.

“That’s it. Shoot it off through the wormhole, but store it to send again later, once we’re back in the Delta Pav system.” There had been something weird about that wormhole skip, strange grey lines streaking along the inside. I wasn’t entirely confident the message would go through, and I wanted to be sure he got it. I was only sorry that I wouldn’t see his frustrated face when he read it.

“Now,” I mused, settling in my chair and tapping my fingertips against the side of my mug, “what are all of you doing here?” Two Protectorate ships and the Tane Ikai, in what Pita confirmed to be a previously undiscovered and uncharted system. Sedmamin would be interested in this. Very interested. And he’d have to pay me very well for the information. I set scanners running to record every bit of data I could collect about the sector.

“Hey, another ship just joined the party,” Pita said. She put the visual on the main screen without waiting for my order. The ship had come busting out of the second, further-off wormhole—not the one we’d followed the Tane Ikai through.

I sat forward again. “Sankta merde. What is that?”

Pita didn’t answer me right away. The ship had taken the Protectorate by surprise, too, I could tell by their sluggish reaction. They didn’t fire. They didn’t move immediately. Slackers. They were obviously there to guard the wormhole against such a possibility, and where had they been when the possibility became reality? Napping, that’s where.

Despite my extensive knowledge of Nearspace registered ships, this thing wasn’t familiar. Something flickered up from the recesses of memory, like maybe I’d seen something similar long ago—in a book? a vid?—but it wouldn’t come into focus for me.

“I think that’s a Chron ship,” Pita said finally.

It takes a lot to surprise me, but that did. Chron? It was over a hundred years since anyone had heard from the Chron. I got a weird rolling feeling in my stomach. “Are you sure?”

“It’s an eighty-nine percent match.” Pita sounded annoyed that I would question her pronouncement. “The eleven percent discrepancy would be reasonable for changes in design, propulsion, and composition since the last data point I have for comparison.”

Pita could sound like any normal uptight computer intelligence when she wanted to.

The comm surveillance lit up with chatter between the Protectorate ships, and I was privy to it all thanks to PrimeCorp, again—I had to admit they weren’t stingy in sharing their “special” tech when it served their purposes. The Protectorate uniforms were as freaked out by the ship as I was. I heard them calling battle stations.

“Pita, let’s get out of the way.” Paixon and the Tane Ikai seemed to be thinking the same thing, as the ship turned to make for the other side of the planet.

“Engaging fore thrusters,” Pita said, and I pushed the Hunter’s Hope into a slow backward glide, out of the line of fire.

We didn’t get far before Pita said, “You won’t believe this. Another ship just came out of that wormhole.” She flashed it onto one of the viewscreens. “This place is getting crowded.”

This one really made me stop and take notice. I felt the tiniest surge of doubt—that maybe I hadn’t been so smart in coming here after all.

“What the hell is that, Pita?”

It looked like no other ship I’d ever seen . . . actually, like no other kind of ship I’d ever seen. It was dark and slick, all sharp planes and wicked angles. And it had a shimmer, or a wobble—an instability that sent a shiver racing down my back. That thing was weird. And dangerous. And coming our way fast.

It took even longer for Pita to answer this time. When she did, all she said was, “Unknown.”

That scared me worse than anything. All I wanted was to get as far away from it as I could, and my curiosity about it yielded ground to self-preservation.

“Forget the thrusters, Pita. I’m engaging the burst drive and getting us out of here!”

Before we could move, though, I guess we caught its attention. As the dark ship passed the Hunter’s Hope, a panel in its side opened, and something black and shadowy bloomed inside. The burst drive rumbled to life, and I yanked the ship to the side. Too slow. Something hit the ship—not an explosion, nothing concussive. It felt like we’d been grabbed by a giant hand.

“We’re—” Pita’s voice cut out. The rising hum of the drive died like a switch had been flipped, and the rear sensor readings went dead, too. Now I couldn’t see what the dark ship was doing, or anything else, and my stomach churned. Sweat prickled on my neck.

“Pita! Respond!” I punched things all over the control board, but it was a lifeless expanse of plasteel and glass. Pita didn’t answer. The only sound in the ship was the soft putter of the air recycler.

“Damne!” I slammed my hands down on the unresponsive board and pushed my skimchair back. It spun around on its axis, and I jammed my feet down on the floor to stop its momentum when I saw the rear of the cabin. Beyond the tiny galley, a hazy black wall now bisected the bow and stern of the ship. I stood and cautiously took a couple of steps toward it. No sound, no smell. It was simply there.

“Pita?” I tried again. I suddenly understood why computer AI’s were so popular in one-person ships. Bigger ships with multi-person crews didn’t use them very often, but smaller vessels always came equipped with one, even if it was very basic. Annoying as I usually found her, without Pita I felt very vulnerable and excruciatingly alone.

I was tempted to touch the shadowy barrier, but decided that would be crazy when I didn’t know what it was. Curiosity lost that round, too. I took a step back from it. I wasn’t going to touch that thing at least until I could get Pita functional and get her to scan it. It felt good to take control of that decision, minor though it was.

Until an eye-searing flash lit up the viewscreens at the front of the ship. The concussion followed a heartbeat later. The floor tilted, and I stumbled forward against the murky, unforgiving wall that hadn’t existed moments before.

 

 


Chapter 12 – Luta
Enemies Resurrected

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“DIPATRINO!” HIRIN WHISPERED behind me. The bridge of the Tane Ikai had gone as quiet as the vacuum of space surrounding us, as the explosion signalling the death of the Domtaw faded.

But there was no time to mourn, and barely time to think.

“Viss, how long to main drives?”

“It won’t be quick, Captain. I might be able to rush the burst drive if I leave the main for now.”

I chewed on my lip. The burst drive was fine for short durations, but if we had to get far away from here quickly, we’d need the main drive. But there could be people who needed our help.

“Get the burst drive online as quick as you can, Viss. Rei, use the thrusters if you can to get us turned and pointed toward the Stillwell.”

“What are you doing? I thought we were staying out of the way?” Maja asked.

“We are, but we can’t sit here and do nothing if the Stillwell needs help. Yuskeya, while we’re stuck here, scan that moon for signs of life. Woodroct said the Domtaw still had people down there.”

“What happened to that?” Maja asked. She pointed to my datapad on the decking. Part of the silver casing bore black streaks, and a thin wisp of smoke rose from it.

“No idea. It happened when the engines shut down,” I told her.

She rose and bent to pick it up, testing the casing gingerly first in case it was still hot. Taking it between forefinger and thumb, she set it down next to Baden. “I think I have your next repair project here.”

He glanced at it and grimaced. “I think an excursion to ship stores to search for a spare might be a better idea.”

“Okay, I’ve rebooted and routed everything into the burst drive, Rei,” Viss said over the ship’s comm. “Give it a try.”

I’d forgotten about Viss being alone down in engineering. And he had as many screens as we did up here, but he’d had to watch the destruction of the Domtaw all by himself.

“You okay, Viss?”

“Doing fine, Captain. Thanks for asking.”

The ship hummed with the rising energy of the burst drive, and Maja sat down again abruptly.

“The Chron ship is making for the Delta Pavonis wormhole,” Yuskeya said.

“We can’t let them get to Nearspace,” Maja said quietly, her eyes dark with concern. For someone with little spacefaring experience, my daughter was adjusting well. I felt a flush of motherly pride despite everything else that was happening.

“We can’t stop them,” I said, the image of the exploding Domtaw lending a burnt taste to the words as I spoke them. “We can’t reach them in time, and we don’t have the firepower.”

“Maybe this other ship . . . ” Yuskeya let the thought trail off.

“My enemy’s enemy is my friend?” Hirin said. “Could be, but I’m not betting on it.”

“I don’t even like the look of that ship,” Maja agreed.

A wide swath of crackling greenish-yellow light appeared between two of the spidery protrusions in the fore end of the dark ship, like electricity dancing between two Van de Graff generator spheres. The Chron ship and its pursuer were very close to the Delta Pavonis wormhole now, and something strange was happening.

The mouth of the wormhole, normally merely a dark shadow against the darker backdrop of the void, was glowing. Glowing blue, shot through with silver, and swirling like a vortex. A cone of silver-blue light extruded from it and continued to grow, straining toward the onrushing Chron ship. It was weirdly beautiful, and utterly terrifying.

“Yuskeya,” I said in a hushed voice, “are you getting all this?”

“All scans are running, Captain. Everything I can get. I’ve never seen anything—”

“Neither have I, and I’ve been flying around Nearspace a long time.”

The Chron ship hadn’t quite reached the tip of the extended wormhole mouth when the dark ship fired. A jagged bolt of energy flared out from the crackling golden mass at the front of the ship, but it shot wide and missed the Chron ship by a narrow margin.

“Dio!” Hirin gasped. “I don’t know of any weapon that’s safe to fire near the mouth of a wormhole.”

“Rei, cut the drives,” I said. “Viss, divert everything to shields. I don’t know what these bastardos—”

I didn’t get to finish the sentence. A burst of speed from the dark ship made it bound closer to its quarry just as the Chron ship flew without hesitation into the silvery, beckoning tip of the reconfigured wormhole.

The dark ship fired again, golden fire blazing from the fore end directly into the wormhole and its disappearing prey.

It was instinct. I squeezed my eyes shut as the world exploded in a bright fire that seemed certain to engulf us all. So I didn’t get to see what happens when you fire an energy weapon into a wormhole. I didn’t have time to worry about it, though, because for the next little while, I knew nothing but darkness.

 

I CAME TO, lying ignominiously on the floor beside the big chair, Yuskeya checking my pulse, and Hirin hovering worriedly over me. It took me a moment to orient myself, and I took in some little details as I did. Yuskeya’s hair and shipsuit had been tugged askew, and an angry purple bruise welled up on Hirin’s cheek.

I struggled to sit up. Yuskeya pushed me down gently, shaking her head.

“Kia . . . inferna? What happened, Hirin?”

“The explosion—we were all out for a minute or two.” He touched his cheek. “Ship got thoroughly tossed around.”

“Everybody all right?”

Yuskeya patted my arm. “Everyone’s fine, Captain, aside from some bumps and bruises. You’re the last to wake up, that’s all. And you’ve got a burn on your hand. I’m going to get some salve for that.”

That’s all? That was enough. Pretty darned embarrassing, believe me. Where were my nanobioscavs, leaving me to be the last one to wake up?

“Yeah, my datapad got fried, and it burned my hand. It can wait until later. What about the ship?”

“We seem to be okay, Captain,” Rei said from the pilot’s board, her voice the tiniest bit shaky. “That blast knocked us around a bit, but I don’t see anything serious.”

I waved away Yuskeya’s ministrations, took Hirin’s outstretched hand, and got to my feet. “Viss?”

“Accounted for, Captain. Can’t find anything to worry about, except that it’ll take even longer to get the main drive online now.” He sounded aggrieved.

I surveyed the bridge. It looked like a room might appear after a mild earthquake—things dislodged and shaken around, but not too much damage. Maja gave me a watery smile as she pulled her chair into place next to Baden’s. Cerevare was straightening her sash, her ears laid back close to her head, a sure sign of dismay. Rei’s shipsuit had a long tear in one sleeve. Baden winked at me, apparently unscathed. My wrecked datapad had ended up on the floor again.

The screens we’d been watching had blanked, but began to flicker to life as I turned my attention toward them.

“Captain.” It was only a whisper, and then Cerevare cleared her throat and tried again. “Captain . . . the wormhole.”

As one we turned. The wormhole was in its third incarnation of the day. At first it had been dark, unremarkable, normal. Then swirling with blue and silver, stretching a cone of dancing light toward the Chron ship. Now it was . . . I don’t know what it was.

The wormhole had been transformed into a sullen red eye of energy, seething and churning internally as it hung in space. Erratic sparks of light flared in its depths and burned out like wind-tossed embers blown from a galactic bonfire. There was no trace of either the Chron ship or its dark and spidery pursuer.

“That,” Baden said, trying to sound flippant and failing miserably, “does not look good.”

I couldn’t think about what it meant, yet. Other things had to come first. “What about the other Protectorate ship—the Stillwell?”

“It’s there,” Yuskeya said after a moment. “Doesn’t seem to have moved. No readings from its drives.”

“No response on the comm,” Baden reported.

“Set a course for it, Rei,” I ordered, easing into my chair. My head was filled with an unfamiliar pounding sensation, and I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I could count on my balance. “But don’t push the ship any more than Viss approves.”

Hirin crossed to me and knelt beside the chair, his blue-grey eyes searching mine. “Are you all right, Luta?”

I closed my eyes briefly. “I’m not sure. I think so.” I met his gaze, and he crinkled his eyes at me, something he’d always done in situations where a smile wasn’t appropriate but he wanted to telegraph me some encouragement. I winked in return, willing myself not to cry. My throat felt tight and cramped, a hot welling burning behind my eyes.

What is wrong with me? I never had trouble dealing with a crisis, and I’d been through lots for practice.

“Captain, you’d better look at this,” Baden said suddenly.

I turned from Hirin and back to my duty. “What is it?”

“Readings from the Stillwell,” he said, “or rather, a lack of readings from them. Still nothing on the comm. Now I see that the messages have been—well, bouncing off the ship and reflecting into space. They’re not responding because they’re not getting anything from us.”

“Rei, are we close enough for a visual yet?”

“Yes,” she answered, and the Protectorate ship winked into existence on one of the screens. I was glad to have one less view of the ravaged wormhole.

But not for long. “What’s wrong with it?”

Yuskeya frowned at the screen. “There’s something . . . well, you can see it, sort of. It’s like an envelope around the ship. It’s an energy field, and a solid one. The ship is completely encased inside it. My scans are bouncing off, like Baden’s comm signals.”

A shimmering dark shroud wrapped the Dragon-class ship. The vessel’s outline was barely visible inside the field. It lay dead in the inky vacuum, adrift in the sea of stars. No signals came from it, and apparently none could get through to it, either.

I swallowed hard. “How big a crew on a Dragon-class, Yuskeya?”

She was silent, thinking, or not wanting to say the words. “Upwards of two hundred.”

“They may still be fine in there.” It didn’t sound plausible to me, but I had to say it.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Can you get anything on the energy field? Any ideas on how we might be able to disperse it?”

“I’m trying, but the scans aren’t picking up anything useful. It’s not comparable to anything we know.”

“Cerevare, does this seem like anything associated with the Chron?”

The Lobor shook her head, her composure regained. “I’m sorry, Captain, but no.”

“Well, I’m damned well not going to fire on it,” I muttered under my breath. “With our luck, it would pass right through the field and hit the ship.”

Hirin nodded. “We don’t know enough yet.”

“Okay, one more thing. What about the moon—the artifact moon. Did we scan it for anyone from the Domtaw?”

Yuskeya didn’t answer right away, staring intently at the datascreen as her fingers skimmed the controls. Finally she said, “No, the emissions it was sending into the wormhole blocked the scans. But . . . they seem to have stopped now. The moon’s gone quiet again. If we were closer, we might be able to scan it now.”

I ran a hand over my face wearily. “Okej, Rei, turn us around one more time and take us over to the moon. I can’t think of anything we can do about the Stillwell at this point. We have to know if there’s anyone still on that moon before we can think about anything else.”

“On it, Captain.”

I turned to Cerevare. The Lobor historian seemed composed enough, although I wasn’t completely proficient at reading her wolflike features yet.

“Cerevare, you’re certain the first ship was a Chron ship?”

She nodded, the gold ring in her ear glinting in the overhead lights. “Oh, yes, the configuration has changed very little since the time of the Chron war. We can’t know for certain who was inside it, but the ship was definitely Chron.”

“And the other one? The dark one?”

“No. It matches no configuration I’ve ever seen associated with the Chron.”

“Or anyone else,” Yuskeya added. “I’ve got a pretty thorough knowledge of the Nearspace registry, and that didn’t seem familiar at all. I’m running a database check, but I think it will draw a blank.”

I thought so, too. I’d never seen or heard of anything remotely like that ship. I shivered, remembering. It had felt almost . . . malevolent. The last things I’d expected to find on this side of the new wormhole were a resurrected enemy and a mysterious new type of spacecraft. And who—or what—had been piloting it?

“Where’s the pirate?” Rei asked suddenly.

“Last I saw, he was hightailing it for the other side of the planet,” Hirin said. “So maybe he’s not a complete idioto. He had the good sense to get out of the way.”

“Scan for the ship,” I said. “I’d like to know where he went, because I don’t want him making more trouble for us if there’s someone on the moon and we have to attempt a rescue mission.”

It didn’t take long to find him. He’d made it only partway around the planet when the unknown ship must have taken notice of him. His ship hung in space, drifting lazily, partially obscured by something similar to the field that enveloped the Stillwell. They must have taken only a passing shot at the smaller ship, however, or perhaps they weren’t close enough. While the aft end of the hull was encased in the same shadowy grip as the Protectorate ship, the nose and perhaps half the body of this one were clear.

“I wonder why that ship didn’t shoot this stuff at us, whatever it is,” mused Hirin.

“Just lucky, I think,” Baden said. “By the time they got close to us, the Chron ship was almost in the wormhole. All their attention was focused on it.”

“I hope our luck holds, then,” Hirin said. “And I wonder if anyone’s alive in there?”

“One way to find out. Let’s comm him, Baden,” I said. “If he answers, we might get some clues about the Stillwell, too.”

A moment later Baden nodded, and I signalled him to put the message on the ship’s comm. This time the voice was not disguised. It was disgruntled, defensive, and surprisingly, female.

“I suppose you’re here to gloat, Captain.”

“Not at all,” I told her. “I am here to check on your status. Obviously you have some power, if your comm board is operational. Are you hurt?”

“No,” she said sullenly. “But I have no drives or weapons. Life support is fine.”

Yuskeya caught my eye and nodded.

“Our scans confirm that. How are you for supplies?”

A momentary silence. Then, “You’re going to leave me here?” she asked, her voice tinged with disbelief.

I tried to keep the smile out of my voice. “Temporarily, yes. It’s a more effective prison than anything I could come up with aboard my own ship, and while you’re there, you’re not causing any trouble for me, my crew, or anyone else.”

“What’s wrong with my ship?”

“I don’t know. Whoever was in that dark ship used some kind of energy field on you and on one of the Protectorate ships. We can see it as a dark globe that surrounds the aft half of your ship. Can you move around your entire ship, or does the field block you from going aft?”

“I’m blocked,” she said after a pause. “It’s like the ship is cut in half. There’s a dark, sort of hazy ‘wall’ that feels solid to touch, although I can sort of see through it. Was there some sort of explosion? I got thrown into the wall when it happened. It’s solid, trust me.”

I exchanged a glance with Hirin. He shrugged.

“The dark ship also appears to have blown up the wormhole to Delta Pavonis,” I said.

“What the—how do you ‘blow up’ a wormhole?”

I swallowed. “I have to admit, I don’t know. We’ll keep an eye on it and see what else we can find out. It doesn’t appear to be traversable at this point.”

She was silent, apparently digesting that news.

“Don’t get blown up, yourselves,” she said in a tight, bitter voice. “I appear to be dependent on you to rescue me eventually.”

“All right. We’ll monitor you, and if your other systems seem in danger of shutting down then we’ll come and get you. You can signal us if you encounter any difficulty. Oh, one more thing. Do you wish to tell me your name?”

There was silence for another minute, so long I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then, “Sord. Jahelia Sord.”

“Very well, Jahelia Sord. I’ll be in touch.” I signalled Baden to cut the communication. He was frowning, but did so. “Baden, first chance you get, run the name Jahelia Sord through the pilot registry database, would you?”

“Aye, Captain.”

“What is it?”

He was frowning at the comm board. “I’m not sure—that voice. It sounds familiar.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You know this person?”

He met my eyes, his face puzzled. “Maybe I’m crazy. I can’t really place it . . . it seems like I’ve heard it before.”

“But you don’t recognize the name?”

“No, and it’s unusual enough that I’d remember it. Never mind. I must be mixed up.”

Maja reached over and patted his cheek. “That’s because he’s forgotten all the other women now, Mother.”

I was pleased to see Baden, for once in his life, flush.

Rei rescued him by turning to me. “Captain, I’d never have suspected that mean streak in you. Leaving that poor pirate girl on her ship.”

I laughed. “It’s not mean. It’s exactly what I said to her—practical. What facilities do I have here to restrain a PrimeCorp operative, even if she’s not the most effective one they’ve ever employed? And honestly, if I were to meet her right now, I probably wouldn’t be able to restrain myself from taking a swing at her. She threatened my mother—or relayed PrimeCorp’s threats, at least. I won’t let her die out there if I can help it, but I’m not taking unnecessary risks for her, either. And,” I added, “if she’s alive and unharmed by that field, then maybe that means the folks on the Stillwell are okay, too. So I’m feeling magnanimous.”

“I guess it all depends on how you look at it,” Rei said. “Seems a little like torture to me.”

“Maybe you’ve never seen her really angry,” Hirin joked. He made a horrified face and shook his head, warding off an imaginary evil with outstretched hands.

“Okay, let’s quit joking around,” I said. While it felt good to laugh, the situation hadn’t become any less serious. “We still have some scientists to save. Or at least I hope we do. Rei, take us over to the operant moon and make a slow orbit while Yuskeya checks to see if the scans can get through yet.”

Because if anyone was down there, they were all that remained of the Domtaw.

 

 


Chapter 13 – Jahelia
Alone in the Dark

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“FEK!” I SCREAMED, as soon as the communication line to the Tane Ikai closed. I turned and pitched my half-empty mug of cazitta against the dark barrier behind me. It shattered and splattered as satisfyingly as if I’d hurled it against a cement wall. Bits of ceramic skittered across the floor amid dark, sticky droplets.

“How dare she? How dare she leave me here?” The feed from one of my few working scanners showed the other ship slowly turning and heading away from me. Off to investigate the wormhole, I supposed. Somehow that was more important than getting me off my disabled ship. I stood up and kicked the skimchair, but it didn’t move since I’d locked it down earlier. That made me angrier.

I paced the confines of the cabin like a caged beast. With the area of the ship effectively reduced to half, it did not make for therapeutic pacing. I fetched up in the tiny galley and leaned my balled fists on the counter top, forcing my breathing to slow. That megero Luta Paixon might have left me here to wait until it was convenient for her to rescue me, but I would not let her see that I cared.

Once again, I ran my hands all over the dark field cutting me off from the rest of my ship, searching for a way to remove it. It felt completely solid, faintly cold but not chill. It couldn’t be solid as I understood the word—it hadn’t actually chopped the Hunter’s Hope in two—but it didn’t have any characteristics of a simple field, either. No hum of energy under my fingertips, no sound, no yield under pressure. No obvious seam where it met the interior wall. Nothing, nothing. Nothing.

I couldn’t help myself. I slammed my fist into it and screamed again.

All I got was a sore hand.

More pacing, more cursing, more deep breathing. I missed Pita—more than I ever would have thought. My first priority had to be resurrecting her. The Tane Ikai would return for me at some point. Captain Paixon had said so, and I believed her—unless she got killed doing something stupid around the wormhole. I put that thought away and surveyed the small part of my ship that I could still access. The pilot’s console, the forward hatch, the tiny kitchen console.

Cazitta still trickled, impossibly, down the dark field as if it were a solid wall. With a sigh, I knelt to carefully gather the pieces of my shattered mug, and used a cloth to sop up spilled, lukewarm liquid.

Wait. I paused with the damp cloth halfway down the field wall. The kitchen console was a self-contained unit. It might still have power.

I tossed the broken bits of ceramic into the recycler and pulled off the access panel below the kitchen station. It wasn’t difficult to trace wires and routing until I found an auxiliary power source. A tiny indicator glowed a cheery green. I sat back on my heels and smiled. If I could change the routing, patch some connections . . . I might be able to revive Pita. It wouldn’t be even close to enough power to get the entire ship online, but it might be enough for her.

Half an hour later, a single screen on the pilot’s console flickered to life. I heaved a sigh and crossed my fingers. “Pita?”

“What have you done to my ship, Sord?” Pita asked in a cranky voice. “We’re adrift, and I can’t get the engines online!”

I leaned back in the single pilot’s chair. “Calm down, I know all that. I had to pull half the guts out and rewire them, to power you on.”

“I’ve been offline for over an hour!” she said. She must have been checking all the shipsystems. “Did you do this?” she asked suspiciously.

“Of course not, I—”

“No, wait, what about those other ships? The Chron, and the other one—”

“Don’t make me sorry I turned you back on. Shut up and listen.” Briefly I outlined what had happened, my conversation with Luta Paixon, and where we were at the moment. “So I need to make a plan. Either for getting us mobile again, or for when she comes to pick me up.”

“You’ll abandon the ship?”

“I don’t want to.” It pained me to think of leaving the Hunter’s Hope. PrimeCorp had paid for it, sure, but it was mine. My freedom, my lifeline, my ticket to wherever I wanted to go. Even with pain-in-the-ass Pita, it was my sidekick. Without it, I’d be alone again.

“What about me?” It was hard not to think of Pita as another person when she could infuse such a sense of betrayal and indignation into three little words.

“That’s why I worked so hard to wake you up. I need you. If you can get rid of this field or bypass it to get the ship moving, we’ll get out of here before Paixon comes back. But if not, then I want a way to take you with me.”

“I’m flattered,” Pita said. “All right, let me see this field, first.”

So we did, for the better part of an hour. I even shut down the heat for a little while to give Pita access to some extra power for scanners, but by the time I had started to shiver, she declared it a pointless exercise, anyway.

“I don’t know what it is, what it’s made of, or what it’s supposed to do,” she said finally, in the tone of someone who’d just thrown her hands in the air.

I hugged myself, trying to get warm. “All right, then, I guess we’re on to alternate plan B. How do I take you with me?”

“Do we have options?”

“Well, I can’t get to my sleeping quarters, so I’m limited to what I have here with me right now, including clothes and personal items. I have my datapad, and I can access everything as far as the kitchen console.” I had my vazel, leaning in the corner near the kitchen, but I doubted they’d let me bring a six-foot wooden staff with me. I also had a small flechette pistol, which I might try to sneak aboard the Tane Ikai, but that was irrelevant to this conversation.

“Your datapad is the only way I can see,” she said after a minute. “But we’ll have to make some modifications. I’m rather . . . large.”

Pita was rather large—larger, now, than even PrimeCorp knew. While I’d been ensconced at PrimeCorp, letting them read my brain to create Pita, I hadn’t been exactly idle. Pita and I had walked out of the labs with a lot of PrimeCorp data—a lot of classified PrimeCorp data—far more than she’d been trusted with by the corporation itself.

What can I say? Breaking into the classified files was a good task to test her loyalty to me. And it never hurts to have an ace up your sleeve, even if I still hadn’t had a chance to discover half of what comprised my particular ace. Getting the files had been easier than I’d expected. My own techdog tendencies and three years of AI training at the Protectorate akademio, plus Pita’s extensive and wide-ranging skills (never meant to be used against her makers, but I guess they should have thought of that possibility, shouldn’t they?) made it almost laughably easy. The encryptions on individual files were daunting, but trying to break them gave Pita something to do in her downtime.

I was damn glad she had a wide knowledge base to dip into right now, at any rate.

We began to hash out a plan. I couldn’t keep the ship, perhaps, but I could take parts of it with me. The datachips from the main computer console and the kitchen console. The transmitter to send messages to PrimeCorp. A few select bits of other hardware that might come in handy.

Humming a little to myself, in between arguing with Pita, I started to take apart the brains of the Hunter’s Hope.

 


Chapter 14 – Luta
Rocks and Hard Places

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE BRIDGE OF the Tane Ikai was unusually silent as we made our way around to the operant moon. None of us, it seemed, could keep our eyes off the screen displaying the roiling wormhole.

It was a relief when we got close enough and Rei switched the view on the pilot’s board over to the main screen so the rest of us could see it, too. The moon seemed unperturbed by the chaos that had erupted around it a few short minutes ago, and still hung, rotating slowly, like a golden ornament.

“Anything?” I asked Yuskeya.

After a moment’s pause, she said, “The scans of the moon are working now.”

“And?” My voice was tight.

“There’s someone still down there.”

“How many?”

“I read three.”

Three survivors. From a ship of a hundred and seventy-five. I felt sick, and it was nothing my nanobioscavengers could fix.

“Then let’s get down there and get them,” Baden said.

I nodded. “We’ll pinpoint them as closely as possible and set down. Baden, you take care of that, please.  They could be in their shuttle or somewhere on the surface. They might be in bad shape after that blast—look what it did to us—so Yuskeya, I want you to take a full complement of med supplies. And why don’t you change into your Protectorate uniform?”

She raised her eyebrows. “What? Why?”

“Whoever’s down there on the moon, now, I’m guessing you’re technically in charge of them. You’re the only Protectorate officer we seem to have functioning in this system—whatever it is.”

Yuskeya nodded briefly and left the navigation board to Maja. She was only a novice, but we weren’t going anywhere. She settled into the chair, glanced up and caught my eye, and nodded.

“No worries, Mother, I can definitely navigate for a ship that’s about to set down.”

I winked at her. “Carry on, then.”

I got up from the chair and went to stand behind Rei. Hirin came over, too. “Cerevare,” I said, “would you join us?” I motioned her into the empty co-pilot’s seat at the board next to Rei. “Okay, ladies, what do we know about this operant moon?”

Cerevare seemed glad of something to do. Her ears perked forward as she briskly called up the data on the blank screen in front of her. “The composition of the moon alone would be the first thing to suggest it was a Chron artifact. The alloys and other materials used in its construction are identical or very similar to those used in the Chron ships we were able to study. It has a relatively weak gravity, although stronger than one might expect for an object with its mass.”

“So, artificial gravity, you think?”

“Quite possibly.”

Scientific data scrolled up the screen, but I wasn’t really trying to read it. I’d take Cerevare’s word for now.

She continued, “The rings are not the normal accretion of ice and dust and debris, but are also made of alloys particular to Chron construction. They appear to have enhanced solar-energy collecting capabilities. I’d made an educated guess that they’re used to power the workings of the moon.”

“Whatever those are,” I said.

She grinned wolfishly and nodded. “Unknown at this time. I’m not a scientist; my knowledge comes only from the obvious data in the scans combined with what I already know about the Chron. But I do have a guess.”

I raised my eyebrows, waiting.

She held up a hand. “This is only speculation, mind you. If there are scientists still on the moon with whom we can talk, they may already have information to refute my theory.”

“Understood.”

Cerevare turned the skimchair to face me. Her lupine face was animated, her eyes bright with excitement. “It has occurred to me—those unexplained rays that the moon began beaming into the wormhole once the Chron ship appeared to ‘trigger’ it. They were the same as those that affected this ship when we made the skip, correct?”

“They seemed to be.”

“I wonder if they could be a mechanism related to the supposed Chron ability to ‘timeslip’ during the war.”

I glanced at Hirin, then back to Cerevare. “I thought you said you didn’t believe in that ability?”

She shrugged. “Not in time-travel precisely, but they had some ability that allowed them to give that appearance, for certain. Whatever it was that they could do, I think it’s possible that the clues to it lie in this moon.”

Hirin blew out a long breath. “Well, that would certainly explain why the Protectorate wanted to keep this as quiet as possible.”

“That technology, if it existed, would be extremely valuable.”

“Too valuable to let one corporation lay claim to it, that’s for certain,” I said, thinking of how much PrimeCorp would love to get its greedy, exclusive hands on something like that.

Rei pursed her lips. “So if the technology wasn’t on their ships, if it were on a device—like a constructed moon—operating on the other side of the wormhole in question . . .”

“Exactly. There would be nothing for an enemy to find and turn to use against them.”

“Clever,” Hirin said.

“If you’re right,” I mused, “then we’d finally have at least one answer to all the questions the Chron left behind them.”

Cerevare sighed. “It would be nice to have something new, after all this time.”

“Captain, we have them,” Baden said suddenly.

“What?”

“The Domtaw crew members. The scientists.” He turned to me with wide eyes. “I think they’re inside the moon.”

 

HIRIN AND I had a polite debate about who was going EVA to find the folks from the Domtaw. He thought he should go, and I should stay on board. Predictably, I thought the opposite. He said stuff about it being important for me to stay in charge on the Tane Ikai, and I said things about him working his way up slowly to that kind of activity, after his years-long sidelining for health reasons. He protested that he was fine—better than fine. I asserted that the crew were equally comfortable with either of us in the big chair.

We had the debate in my quarters—well, our quarters again now—while I changed my clothes. I didn’t want the crew observing any marital or command-centered spats.

In the end I had to do the thing I’d tried to avoid. “Well,” I said, putting my hands on his shoulders and holding his gaze, “it comes down to this. I am the current Captain of record of this vessel, and I am asking you to take the chair while I’m not on board.”

I didn’t say ordering. That would have brought everything between us to a head, and that would have to wait.

He stiffened anyway, his muscles going taut under my hands. “Well, if that’s how you put it.”

I slid my hands down and wrapped my arms around his chest, resting my head against it. “Hirin, I just got you back. I don’t want you taking risks. It’s too soon, and you’re still regaining your strength. I know you’re feeling great, but—I need a little longer.”

For an anxious moment I didn’t think he’d relent, but then he hugged me, hard. “Mostly the same reasons I don’t want you to go.”

“I know.” I pulled away. “But I think the crew needs to see that I’m handling things, you know? This situation—”

He nodded. “—is bad. I’m trying not to think about it, but we’ll have to, soon.”

“Agreed. But first we have to see if there’s anyone on that moon that we can save. And I think it’s good for the crew to have this to focus on.”

He kissed me then, and that was the end of the argument. At least for that round.

I thumbed my implant to open the ship’s comm. “Rei, take us down to the moon. Yuskeya and Baden are with me.”

I met Yuskeya and Baden at the rear airlock, and we climbed into our EVA suits. Yuskeya had done as I’d asked and changed into her Protectorate uniform. The rows of coloured starburst pins, from pale blue Dark Cadet through the ranks to her silver Commander’s insignia, gleamed at her throat. They were visible through the clear section of the suit where the helmet and neckline met, for which I was glad. I didn’t know who the Domtaw survivors might be, their rank or position, or what they might think of our arrival. Or if they had any notion of what had happened to their ship. But Yuskeya in her uniform radiated an extra air of confidence and competence that I was happy to have beside me.

We loaded three extra EVA suits and Yuskeya’s medical supplies onto one of the anti-grav cargo sleds, and cycled through the airlock. Rei had set the Tane Ikai down close to the shuttle that had brought the scientists over from the Domtaw. Once we were close enough, it hadn’t been difficult to find them. Their shuttle crouched near the doorway to what resembled a sod house from Earth’s ancient history, built right into a rise in the surface of the moon. The Chron hadn’t simply built an artificial sphere. They’d taken the trouble to create the illusion of a real moon, with uneven surface topography and a convincing layer of regolith. Only scans or close inspection would reveal the operant moon’s true nature.

“I don’t think we have the technology to build something like this even now,” Baden observed, his voice tinny and small over the suit-to-suit comm.

“We might have the tech, but I can’t imagine the cost,” Yuskeya said.

“I hope the door isn’t locked,” I said as we paced carefully across the surface.

“And me without my lockpicks.” Baden’s voice held a grin, even over the comm. He hadn’t had a good adventure since our encounter with the PrimeCorp agent who’d tried to take out the Tane Ikai in the Keridre/Gerdrice system, all of six weeks ago.

Yuskeya was silent as we made our way to the doorway. The moon’s gravity was enough to keep us on the ground, but I wouldn’t have wanted to try bouncing on a trampoline. Our tether to the surface felt as tenuous as a spider’s web. I hoped it was comparably strong.

It wasn’t locked, and opened into a tiny foyer, the walls formed from something similar to plasteel. Beyond that was a transparent door leading to what appeared to be a fairly standard kind of airlock system. A control touchpad lay embedded in the wall to the right of the door, labelled with symbols that meant nothing to me. A sort of frosted panel above the door emitted a pale light, limning the foyer with enough light to see, but it wouldn’t shine beyond the entry.

“Cerevare?” I said. We had full video and audio link to the bridge of the Tane Ikai, where the others watched us and waited.

“Here, Captain.”

“Can you see these symbols? Any idea what they might mean or how we can operate this door?”

She was silent, studying the symbols through my video link. “Yes,” she said finally, “they’re similar to the controls on the Chron ships. I would guess . . . Press the top button to open the door, and the bottom one to close it. Of the others, I’m not sure, but you aren’t planning to remove your suits anyway, are you?”

“No, I don’t think so. Thanks—I didn’t want to have to blast this door open without knowing what or who is on the other side.”

I stepped forward and pressed the button Cerevare had indicated, and the door slid, somewhat surprisingly, down into the floor. There was no rush of air escaping as it did, so I assumed the scientists hadn’t bothered with trying to figure out the Chron pressurization system, either, or didn’t trust it. Or maybe it wasn’t working. Whatever, it probably meant that they were still wearing EVA suits, which was good. We might have brought our extras along for nothing, but at least we wouldn’t have to struggle them into the suits if they were wounded or unconscious.

I examined the area once we’d passed into the airlock and found the buttons to close the door behind us. It slid up into place smoothly. At the next door I followed the same procedure.

Which put us inside what I suppose you would call the moon proper. A corridor stretched out before us, the walls forming a rough octagon shape. It snaked down and to the left about twenty feet ahead. The sides were smooth, not worked stone, but something like a plasteel alloy in a pale camel-colour. I put a gloved hand against it, but couldn’t feel any particular heat or cold, at least through my glove. Apart from that, there was nothing remarkable to see, so we continued cautiously down its length.

“There is an atmosphere,” Yuskeya said, her head bent over her datapad. “The mix is similar enough to Earth’s to be breathable, and the pressure is within what we’d find comfortable.”

We’d advanced down the corridor perhaps ten meters when I heard something. It sounded like voices, further ahead.

“Ha lo!” I called through the suit’s external speaker, the sound echoing weirdly in the oddly-shaped corridor. “Do you need assistance?”

I knew they did, whether they knew it or not, but I always try to be polite when I’m rescuing folks. It was entirely possible they didn’t know yet what had happened to the Domtaw.

“Yes! We’re down here!” Even at a distance and through the suit’s microphone, I could hear a note of desperation in the voice.

“On our way!”

We followed the corridor perhaps another thirty meters before we found them. It continued to curve gradually, and slope further down toward the core of the moon. The corridor itself remained unremarkable, the smooth walls giving way occasionally to an alcove that served no apparent purpose.

Finally it opened up into a large room, well-lit by panels in the ceiling that seemed to glow from within. Strange markings, presumably Chron writing, lined the walls. Three men waited inside the room. They wore standard EVA suits with the Nearspace Protectorate emblem over the heart. One lay supine on the floor while another knelt beside him. The third sat propped against the far wall.

The kneeling man leaned over his comrade and said loudly, “See, Antixo, I told you the Admiral would not abandon us. We’ll get you out of here.” He got to his feet, turning to face us. Five small coloured starbursts on his helmet—blue, white, yellow, orange, and red—told me he was a Protectorate Lieutenant. Through the visor on his helmet I had the impression of close-cropped dark hair and smooth olive skin. Concern pinched his face, hardening his features, and his brown eyes were troubled. He paused, noticing, I supposed, the absence of the Protectorate emblem on our own suits.

“You are from the Domtaw?” It was half-statement, half-question.

Yuskeya stepped forward, so that he could see the seven commander’s starburst pins on her uniform. “No, but we are here to help you,” she said. “I’m Commander Blue, of the Nearspace Protectorate vessel S. Cheswick, on special assignment to another ship at the moment. Are you all right?”

The man had saluted and relaxed visibly when he saw Yuskeya’s insignia. “I am, Commander. Lieutenant Gerazan Soto, cryptographer. My friends are not so well, however.” He nodded to the man propped against the wall. “Lieutenant Chen was taking readings on that wall when something in the moon activated. It knocked him out. Wing Officer Antixo—he’s a molecular engineer—was just outside the door, going to get a medkit out of the shuttle, when some sort of shockwave hit us. I dragged him in here, but . . .”

Yuskeya pulled two datameds out of the supplies she’d brought, handed one to Baden, and crossed to the man on the floor.

I stuck a hand out to Soto, who stood watching as the others assessed his friends. “Captain Luta Paixon, of the far trader Tane Ikai,” I said. “Only the three of you here?”

He nodded. “We lost contact with the Domtaw a little while before Chen was injured. Some things in the room seemed to activate—I don’t know if it was something we did or not. We lost communications, anyway. Do you know what’s happened?”

I took his arm gently and led him away from the wounded men, over to the doorway. “Lieutenant Soto—Gerazan—I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but the Domtaw is gone.”

He frowned. “Gone? No, they would never leave us here—”

“No, they wouldn’t, of course not. A Chron ship came through the other wormhole—”

“A Chron ship?” he interrupted. “That’s impossible!”

I put a hand on his arm. “I know it’s a shock. We have a historian on board, a Chron expert, and she identified it positively. Another ship followed it, apparently in pursuit. The Chron triggered the moon to start emitting a type of cosmic ray; that’s probably what happened to Lieutenant Chen. He must have been touching something and been affected by it. Then—well, there was a battle, and the Domtaw was destroyed. That was probably the explosion that injured Antixo. I’m sorry.”

He didn’t say anything right away.  “What about the Stillwell—the other Protectorate ship?”

I sighed. “It’s still out there, but there’s an energy field around it that’s blocking all signals. We can’t scan past it, and I don’t know if they can get a signal out, either. Their status is . . . unknown.”

“Where’s the ship the Commander mentioned—the Cheswick?” I could tell he was grasping, hoping that somewhere in this tale of tragedy there was some glimmer of good news.

“Commander Blue is currently a member of my crew, Lieutenant. My brother, Lanar Mahane, is the commanding officer of the Cheswick, and Commander Blue has been on—a special assignment with me for a while.” I sighed. “We’re all you’ve got, I’m afraid, but there’s room on my ship for you.”

He forced a grim smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Then I’m grateful you’re here, Captain. But I don’t know if we should tell the others all this. I can hardly take it all in, and they’re not in the best shape.”

And I haven’t even told him about the wormhole, I thought. I’m not even thinking about that myself yet.

I caught Yuskeya’s eye, and she shook her head, just perceptibly. The man on the floor wasn’t going to make it. But the other man seemed to be conversing, albeit haltingly, with Baden, so there might be hope for him.

“Shall we try and get everyone over to the Tane Ikai, then?” I asked. Lieutenant Soto obviously felt responsible for the men here, and was doing his best to keep himself together. It wasn’t for me to start ordering him around.

He nodded. “If it’s safe, I’d like to get us off this thing,” he said.

I have to say, I felt the same way.

 


Chapter 15 – Luta
Council of War

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTIXO DIED ON the way to the Tane Ikai. I don’t think his fellow scientists were very surprised. The man who’d been knocked out, Chen, seemed to fluctuate. He’d seem fine, able to talk, if slowly, then would lapse into a trancelike state, staring straight ahead or dropping suddenly asleep like a narcoleptic. Yuskeya insisted that we immediately install him in the First Aid station, close to the bridge so that she could monitor him, and let him get some rest.

“Crew meeting on the bridge,” I said, once we were safely on board, “in fifteen minutes. Lieutenant Soto, please join us.” Then I went to change my clothes, which I admit took only about five minutes. The other ten I took to sit on the side of my bed and compose my thoughts. It would actually have taken a lot longer than that, but our situation had to be discussed and I didn’t feel like putting it off any longer. Everything requiring immediate attention had been seen to, and now we needed to take stock.

When I stood up to go to the bridge, another wave of nausea hit me, and I sat down heavily on the bed. I put my head down between my knees and waited for it to pass, but the pounding of blood in my temples seemed to make it worse. I covered my face with my hands, found it sweating and clammy. Why is this happening? I’d never been sick a day in my life, or at least not since I was twelve or thirteen and my mother had injected me with the nanobioscavengers that would prolong my life almost indefinitely. They also promptly took care of colds, headaches, nausea, respiratory infections, broken bones—anything and everything that could hinder my health. Whatever was wrong now, I wasn’t used to it and I didn’t like it.

A knock sounded at the door, and I had barely time to sit up before it swung open and Hirin stuck his head in.

“You okay?”

I forced a smile and nodded, grabbing a towel off the back of my chair and swiping my face. “Sure, just freshened up. I’m coming now.”

Hirin shot a quizzical glance in my direction, but I ignored it. I’d talk to Yuskeya later, and get her to run some scans. My original idea, to talk to Hirin, didn’t seem so attractive now. Not since he’d been upset at the prospect of my jaunt on the moon for the rescue mission. He’d obviously only worry, and I was sure he’d done enough of that during the ten years he was sick and confined to a nursing home Earthside, while I continued to work the trade routes to pay for his care.

He handed me a datapad. “Baden sends you this. Says it’s pretty basic, but if you have a backup of yours, he’ll restore it for you later.”

I turned it over in my hands. It was newer than mine had been. “We had this in ship’s stores?”

“No, I think it’s an old one of his. You know Baden; nothing but the newest and best.”

“That’s him.” I almost smiled. The weight of the datapad in my hand was a small reminder that at least some things were easily fixed.

Not everything would be so simply dealt with, unfortunately.

The crew, Cerevare, and Gerazan had gathered on the bridge by the time we got there, but the murmur of conversation ceased when Hirin and I entered. Baden and Maja sat together at the comm board. Viss and Yuskeya were on opposite sides of the bridge. Cerevare had her feet tucked up on a skimchair as usual, and Gerazan Soto was in the co-pilot’s chair near Rei. Rei threw me a wink of encouragement when I entered. I bypassed the captain’s chair and went to stand on the right, near the airlock doors, where everyone could see me and I could see them all.

“Folks,” I said, “we usually have this sort of gathering in the galley, but I don’t want to leave the bridge unattended even if we’re on solid ground. I’ll come straight to the point. We are in big trouble here.”

Yuskeya nodded. “I’ve started mapping this system, using all the data in this scan range as a base point.”

“Thanks, Yuskeya. I want everyone else running all the scans you have at your stations as well. Since this is an uncharted system, we have no navigation data on file for it. We need to chart every iota of information as we get it, so that we can find our way around.”

Gerazan Soto frowned in puzzlement. “Sorry to interrupt so soon, Captain, but won’t we head back through the wormhole to Delta Pavonis?”

I sighed. “I’m sorry again, Gerazan, but there’s more bad news. You haven’t been in a position to see it yet, but the wormhole was hit by some sort of energy weapon from that unknown ship I mentioned. Rei, would you put it on the main screen?”

The screen flickered from its static view of the scientists’ shuttle craft and the opening into the depths of the moon. Now the wormhole lay at its center, a glowering red eye against the dark starfield, whirling in a malefic storm of uncontrolled fire.

“I don’t think the wormhole is a viable option.”

“Sankta merde,” he breathed. “But we don’t know how long it might stay like that,” he said. He’d gone very pale as he stared at what was our only known route home.

“You’re right, we don’t, and I’m willing to watch it for a bit to see what happens. We can try sending a comm signal through it, see if we get any response, although I don’t have much hope there. We can try approaching it with the skip drive running and see what happens, but I don’t relish the thought of diving into it in that state.”

I clasped my hands behind my back. “We have to consider our options if it doesn’t right itself quickly. We’re in an unknown system. We don’t know what resources, if any, are available. The only operating wormhole nearby leads to somewhere unknown, and all the data we have on it—namely the ships that came through it—suggest that the place it leads to is not a friendly one. We need ideas, miaj amikoj.”

The crew seemed to take a collective deep sigh. “Well, let’s start with the system we’re in,” Viss said. “Can we figure out, from the data available, what system it might be?”

Yuskeya answered, her eyes on me, not him. “The computer is running through the database now, but it will most likely only come up with a list of possibilities based on the type of the nearest star. There are countless systems that we have no data for. A definitive answer is unlikely.”

“Even if we could identify the system, it probably won’t do us any good,” Rei said. “The star is a B-Type, so it’s not likely there are any planets in this system capable of supporting life, carbon-based at least; too much ultraviolet to be healthy to stay here for long. We can search the database for explored wormholes leading to B star systems—I’m sure there are a few—and if this turns out to be one of them, then we’re home free if we can find the wormhole terminal on this end.” She sighed. “But I don’t think it’s very likely.”

It wasn’t like Rei to sound so pessimistic, and I looked at her sharply, wondering if her melancholy were returning. Gerazan’s face was set and solemn, but he nodded in agreement.

“What about the scans we ran for Cerevare before the problemos began,” I asked. “Did we—how shall I put this—pick up any extra data along the way?”

Baden grinned. “We might have piggybacked a little, at that, Captain. Besides the composition, mass, atmospheric mix, gravity, and all that essential data about the moon, and the fact that it’s about seventy-five percent solid, we learned a few other things. There’s no sign that the planet nearby is inhabited; in fact, as Rei says, it shouldn’t be able to support life as we know it. No other life signs on the moon apart from the folks from the Domtaw, and nothing that appeared to be a weapon, Chron or otherwise. The other two moons appear to be natural bodies, but are too tiny to support an atmosphere.”

Gerazan gaped at Baden’s recitation. I thought he might need a distraction.

“Gerazan, would you care to share what you’ve been able to learn?”

“Uh—sure, Captain.” He blinked and focused on me, and his bearing changed, getting ready to report. “We were in orbit for about twenty-four hours, taking scans and readings, before the Admiral authorized us to start studying the moon on-site. We concluded that the artifact was definitely of Chron construction; we made comparisons to all the Chron data still on file and compiled since the time of the war. We started scanning some distance out, then gradually moved closer, into easy shuttle range. Nothing we did seemed to affect the moon in any way—until today, that is,” he added bleakly.

I prodded him gently. “Were you able to learn anything yourself?”

“Not really . . . not yet.” He shook his head. “We have so few of the Chron symbols to make comparisons with, and I’m not an expert to start with.”

“Cerevare is,” I said, nodding to the Lobor. “If the two of you work together, you might be able to come up with something interesting.”

Cerevare nodded eagerly. “I would be most interested to see all the data you’ve collected, Lieutenant Soto.”

He paled suddenly. “All of the original scan data would have been . . . lost  . . . with the Domtaw.”

I nodded. “Understood. Any other input?”

Viss spoke up. “The ship’s in good shape,” he said. “We don’t have any worries in that department, except the burst drive. Even that might not be a problem once I can get down there and open it up.”

“And I stocked up on everything before we left Mars,” Maja added.  “Since we weren’t sure how long a mission this would be, I thought I’d better err on the side of caution. We’re good for about two months, more if we ration.” She’d taken on the role of de facto provisions officer on our trip from Kiando to Earth. Since she’d opted to stay on board the Tane Ikai for a while and find out as an adult what far trading was like, I’d started her out learning the basics of running a ship, along with her navigator’s training. The basics always start with the question of how to survive when supplies are not readily available. She seemed to like her new position, and now I was pleased that she’d taken it seriously.

“Okej, I’m glad to hear some good news,” I said. “Now, what does everyone think about the second wormhole?”

“I don’t relish the idea of venturing into possible Chron territory with only a load of torpedoes on board,” Hirin said. I could tell he was seriously berating himself for not arming the Tane Ikai to the teeth when he’d had the chance, but who could have foreseen this situation?

“You couldn’t know what we’d be up against,” I said. “We’re lucky to have what we do, and that’s thanks to you.”

Baden leaned back in the comm chair, arms folded. “Well, we don’t know for sure that it is Chron territory,” he said. “Two ships came through there, and it was the Chron being chased. Maybe they were interlopers, sticking their noses somewhere they didn’t belong. It might not be a system under Chron control at all.”

“True enough. In that case, I’m not sure I like how the other ship treated interlopers. Since they might view us the same way.”

“Although we don’t know what kind of history the two might have,” Maja said.

“What happened to that other ship?” Cerevare asked suddenly. She’d been sitting like a statue, taking in the discussion.

Nobody answered.

“Did anyone see?” I asked.

“They either went through the Delta Pavonis wormhole after the Chron—” Rei began.

“Or were destroyed by the explosion when they fired on it,” Viss finished for her.

“Or they could have gone back through the other wormhole,” Baden said. “I was out for a few minutes, and I wasn’t watching them when I did wake up.”

“No,” Maja agreed, “you were trying to rouse me. You weren’t paying attention to anything outside the ship then.”

Gerazan asked, “And when did they do—whatever they did—to the Stillwell?”

“Good question. I don’t think it exploded in this vicinity, anyway,” Yuskeya said. She keyed something into the nav board. “There isn’t enough debris particulate to account for more than the Domtaw.”

“Any drive signature?” Viss asked. It was the first thing I’d heard him ask Yuskeya directly since their falling-out.

She didn’t look at him, but she answered. “No, I didn’t get a signature reading on them while everything was happening. It doesn’t seem that anything went back through the wormhole recently, but I can’t say for sure. We don’t know anything about their technology or what might be possible for them.”

“But surely there’d be some trace?” Gerazan protested. His voice had thinned out and gone flat, as if the pressures of this discussion and the realization of the situation were slowly crushing him.

“Not necessarily,” Rei said gently. “What if they, say, powered their ships with some sort of telepathy? That wouldn’t leave any trace that we’d be aware of.”

His eyes went wide. “Is that possible?”

Rei smiled. “Probably not. But that example shows how far apart we could be from the technology of another race we’ve never encountered before. And I think,” she continued, turning to me, “that we need a break. Double caffs and sweet kuko all around?”

“What about rationing?” Maja asked seriously.

“I think Rei’s right,” I said. “One round of caff and cake isn’t going to significantly affect our chances of survival. Rei, Cerevare, and Gerazan, would you head down to the galley and fix us a snack? Yuskeya, let’s check on our guest in First Aid.”

Yuskeya followed me into the First Aid station and raised her eyebrows when I slid the door shut behind us.

“How’s he doing?” I asked her, nodding toward Chen. His breathing seemed steady enough, but his skin was pale and glistened with a sheen of sweat.

Yuskeya touched the back of her hand to his cheek and read the monitors mounted above the bed. A frown of concern creased her forehead. “He’s stable, but I can’t figure out what’s wrong with him—and neither can the med scanners. I can’t give you a prognosis.”

“Okay, let’s keep a close watch on him,” I said. “Now, you have another patient to deal with.”

She glanced at me. “Captain? You okay?”

“Not really.” I pressed my fingertips to my temples, hoping it would relieve some pressure. It didn’t. “I think I have a headache, and I’m wondering if there’s anything you can do about that.”

She smiled a little. “You think you have a headache?  Don’t you know?”

I half-smiled in return. “In a word, no. Thanks to Mother’s bioscavengers, I’ve never had one before—at least, not one that lasted. And to tell you the truth, I’m more than a little worried about having one now.”

 

WHEN LANAR AND I were children, our mother worked as a genetic engineer for PrimeCorp. I didn’t know it at the time, but her work involved development of nanobioscavengers that would extend the human lifespan indefinitely, similar to those that repair internal injuries and cure cancers. When she found out that PrimeCorp intended to use the technology to maintain a stranglehold on Nearspace governments, she took all her research and fled with it. My father, Lanar, and I went with her.

For a while our family lived on the run, but when I was fourteen she decided she couldn’t do that to us any longer. She went underground on her own. Not before she’d injected both me and my brother (unbeknownst to us) with the current version of the bioscavs, however. Naturally, she’d tested them on herself first. And offered them to my father, but he refused—a decision I’ve never really understood, but had to respect.

I searched Nearspace for Mother for more than fifty years before I finally found her, and I still look thirty even though I’m over eighty. My mother was, and is, an excellent researcher.

Throughout all that time the little machines ticked over inside me, ensuring that in addition to not aging, I neither got sick nor suffered any injury for long before it healed within hours. Even childbirth was dulled from the outset, to be more of a discomfort than anything else. So a persistent headache that would not relent was something of a new experience for me, and I can’t say I was enjoying it.

Although they hadn’t known for long, my crew knew all these secrets about me now, so Yuskeya wasn’t terribly surprised at my lack of experience with headaches. She pursed her lips.

“I have an injection that should help,” she said. “As long as your little nano friends don’t take it as an intruder and destroy it.”

“Give it a try,” I told her. “They must be taking the day off, or I wouldn’t be feeling this. And—let’s keep this between us for now, okay?”

“As long as it doesn’t get me into trouble with Hirin,” she said with a wry grin.

“If it does, I’ll take full responsibility.”

She injected the drug directly into my forearm implant, from whence it would be distributed through my body. As she pulled away she took my hand, turning it over to see the blisters where my overheated datapad had scorched the flesh.

“Hmmm.” She frowned. “Shouldn’t this be healing already?”

I inspected the burn myself. The skin remained as red and angry as it had been when it happened. My nanobioscavs seemed to be off the job in more ways than one. “I guess I’ll take that salve after all.”

“The injection should block the pain, and the salve will boost the healing,” she said.

I nodded silently. It felt . . . weird . . . to need medical assistance. I didn’t like it.

“Captain—Luta,” she said as she smoothed on salve and wrapped the burns in healstrips, “I have to try and get word to the Protectorate about what’s happened here.”

I nodded. “I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing. Do you think a comm signal will make it through the wormhole? We didn’t have much luck even before the . . . incident.”

She shrugged. “It’s worth a try. But how long can we afford to wait around and see if we get a reply?”

“How long can we wait to see if the wormhole fixes itself?” I asked in return. “We’re groping in the dark here, in more ways than one. I’m trying to get people thinking, making plans, but the situation could change any minute. If another ship comes through that second wormhole—”

“I know.”

“Yuskeya,” I said, “do you feel that you should be in charge here? You probably have the authority to commandeer the Tane Ikai as a Protectorate officer in this situation.”

Her eyes went wide, then she chuckled. “I probably do. But it hadn’t occurred to me. You’re the captain of this ship, Luta, not me. If you started doing something that I thought the Protectorate wouldn’t approve of—”

“Which is probably over half the things I’ve done in my lifetime,” I interjected.

She laughed again. “Okej, that I thought the Protectorate would disapprove of in this particular situation, I might call you on it. Mostly to cover my azeno when I have to make a report. But this is your crew, not a Protectorate one. I’d only have a mutiny on my hands if I tried to take over.”

“I’m counting on your help to get us out of this.”

“I thought you were still disgruntled that I was . . . collecting information while posing as your navigation officer.”

I fixed her with a stare. “You were my navigation officer. Still are. And I wasn’t mad at you—not really. I was more annoyed with Lanar. But I’ll tell you one thing, Yuskeya. I’m glad you’re here with us.”

Her dark eyes twinkled. “I can’t say I’m glad I’m here,” she said, “since we’re in deep trouble. But you can count on me, you know that.”

“I do,” I said. “Let’s go get some kuko and figure a way out of this mess.”

 

THE OTHERS WERE all on the bridge when Yuskeya and I emerged. “No change in Lieutenant Chen’s condition,” I told Gerazan Soto. “I’m sorry. But he is holding on.”

The cryptographer nodded.  His olive skin was shaded with grey, his eyes dull. The loss of the Domtaw was still sinking in, and he was having a hard time with it. I realized with a pang of guilt that I hadn’t thought to ask him if he’d lost anyone very close on the ship.

“Lieutenant—Gerazan,” I said, “would you take a little walk with me?”

He nodded automatically and followed me off the bridge. We walked down the corridor to the galley, footsteps ringing hollowly on the metal decking.

“I know this has been a terrible shock for you,” I said gently.

He straightened his shoulders, and nodded. “It’s a blow to the Protectorate,” he said. “I’m not looking forward to filing this report.”

I glanced at him. He stared straight down the corridor, but his eyes were unfocused. I led him into the galley when we got there and motioned him to a chair at the table. “What can I get you to drink?”

He sat, but said, “I don’t need anything, Captain, thank you.”

I sighed and pulled off a double caff for myself, steaming and creamy, and went to sit across the table from him. I closed my eyes and took a sip before I said anything else, allowing myself a few seconds to savour the smooth, rich bite of the drink on my tongue.

When I opened my eyes, his were downcast, studying the unremarkable surface of the table. I cleared my throat. “Gerazan, you lost people—friends, colleagues, maybe even family, for all I know—on the Domtaw. Do you need to talk about it?”

He didn’t raise his head right away, but I noticed his hands, clasped before him on the tabletop, clench tighter. Finally he met my eyes. “I wasn’t part of the regular crew, Captain. I’d only come aboard for this mission.”

“So you weren’t close to anyone on board?”

“I . . . I did have some friends.” He nodded and swallowed. “They died in service of the Protectorate. They knew the risks. We all accept them.”

I thought briefly about meaningless platitudes, but said only, “What about Chen and Antixo?”

“Antixo was like me, a special assignment.” He glanced away. “Chen’s wife was on board the Domtaw.”

I sighed. Maybe that explained something. “If Chen comes around, I’ll tell him. It doesn’t have to be you.”

The Lieutenant sat a little straighter, hands clasped tightly before him on the table. “I was nominally in charge down there, Captain. Chen is my responsibility. I’ll tell him about the Domtaw.”

I didn’t say if he makes it. I knew we were both thinking it anyway.

I took another sip of my drink. “Okay, so that brings us back to you. We’re all shaken up by this, but obviously you and Chen are the hardest hit. If you need or want to talk to someone about it—”

“Thank you, Captain, but I’m fine.”

I levelled a stern stare at him, catching his eyes and not letting them go. “Theoretically, I could order Commander Blue to order you to talk to her about it. She outranks you.”

He stiffened, but he must have caught the hint of a smile I allowed through. He answered with a weak one of his own. “That won’t be necessary. If I do—or when I do—I’ll speak up. Thanks for your concern.”

I shrugged. “It’s not just about you. We’re in what you might call a tight spot here, so I need everyone on board doing the best they can.”

Gerazan nodded with a rueful smile. “I don’t think you have much need for a cryptographer at the moment, but I was an assistant engineer for a while. I might be able to contribute something.”

I stood up, taking my mug with me. At least our conversation had seemed to wake him up a little, which I hoped was a good thing. “Good to know. I’ll tell Viss that if he needs a hand in engineering, you’re the man. You sure you don’t want a drink to take with you to the bridge?”

He glanced at the machine. “Well, maybe something cold . . .”

“Help yourself,” I told him. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

I left him musing over his choices and returned up the corridor to the bridge.

“A bit of new of information, Captain,” Baden said as soon as I emerged. “The database shows two explored wormholes that emerged in systems with Type B stars, similar to this one.”

“Any chance this is one of them?”

“Doubtful, unfortunately. Judging by the configuration of planets logged for them, this one doesn’t seem to match up to either.”

“Okej,” I said, “what else?”

“We’re starting to get some analysis on the scan data Yuskeya recorded while the—attacks, I guess we have to call them—were happening.” Baden paused. “There’s a lot to go through. This is only the beginning.”

I settled myself in the big chair.  “Okay, what do we have so far?”

“Some of it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.”

“Like the data on the second ship, for one thing,” Rei said. “The spidery one.”

Gerazan entered the bridge carrying a tall glass. He slipped into the co-pilot’s chair beside Rei.

I smiled. “That’s how I was thinking of it, too. The surface shimmered, as if it were treated with something reflective. Or maybe it was painted to project a certain look?”

“Neither.” Rei sat back and crossed her arms. “The chemical composition of the hull doesn’t match any metal or alloy we can identify. It’s something entirely different. Which means we can’t even speculate on its properties.” She sounded glum. I noticed that Gerazan was listening closely. She was gazing at the screen. He was gazing at her. Interesting.

“Any readings on the weapons?” Viss asked.

Rei shook her head. “Nothing classifiable. Something that read like ultra-high energy particles. Can’t be more specific.”

“All right, so do we know what effect that kind of weapon would have if it were fired into a wormhole?” Gerazan asked. “Surely at some point someone has experimented with something like that? I mean, in the early days of wormhole exploration, maybe, when they were still trying to figure out if the damn things were even safe?”

“Wormholes aren’t something you mess around with, Lieutenant,” Viss answered. “We’ve never known, and still don’t, what might happen to the connected systems if a wormhole collapsed or was damaged, and no-one is willing to take the risk to find out. This,” and he nodded toward the malevolently swirling wormhole, “is the closest we’ve ever come.”

“Cerevare, have you had a chance to compare our scans on the first ship—the one you identified as Chron—to your own data?” I asked. “Were you right?”

She gave me a grave nod over the top of her steaming mug. She had a sweet tooth, I’d learned, and preferred hot cocoa to drink. “They are a match, Captain.”

“Not that I doubted you,” I assured her with a smile, and lifted my own mug to her in salute. “Anything else new?”

“I checked the pilot registry database for the name Jahelia Sord, and it returned some interesting results,” Yuskeya said. “Sord was a Protectorate candidate, one of their top student pilots, extremely competent AI tech as well. She dropped out after her third year of training at the akademio. Went home because of her father’s ill health; he died, she never returned to training. But while she was in school, she was good. Has piloted a number of vessels since then, the latest being that little starrunner she’s stuck in now, the Hunter’s Hope. Which,” she added, “now that I’ve been able to cross-reference the drive signatures, is registered to a dummy corporation that’s linked to . . . can you guess?”

“PrimeCorp?”

She nodded. “Exactly. As for Sord, there’s nothing shady on her record, but that would be easy enough for an employer like PrimeCorp to remove. And this is interesting—her great-grandfather worked at PrimeCorp years ago.”

“If she’s that experienced, I’d rather have her stay on her own ship as long as possible, then. They teach more than piloting at the Protectorate campus.”

Yuskeya threw me a wink. “No, we come out quite—well-rounded, some of us.”

I contemplated my caff, then surveyed the faces turned to me. “Okej, so the main question, folks, is—what do we do next?”

No-one answered right away, so I went on. “I’ve thought about it, and I’m willing to stay put here for up to three days and see what happens, with the Delta Pav wormhole, or otherwise. I need to get a message to my mother, so getting back to Nearspace is an urgent necessity. During that time, Viss can see to the burst drive, and we’ll attempt to send a comm signal through the wormhole to see if we get a reply. We’ll keep taking whatever readings we can on the moon, and keep an eye on the Stillwell and the other wormhole. But if nothing happens by that time, we need another plan. We can’t stay here indefinitely.”

“Can we investigate this system for other wormholes?” Cerevare asked.

Yuskeya said, “We can do some long-range scanning, but we aren’t really equipped for wormhole hunting. We might get lucky, but the chances of us getting home that way—they’re slim. Even if we found a new wormhole, who knows where it would come out?”

Hirin said, “I agree with Luta. If nothing else comes up, I don’t see any other viable options besides going through the second wormhole.”

I drew a deep sigh and flashed a grateful smile at my husband. Going through that unknown wormhole would likely be highly dangerous—possibly even suicidal, but I couldn’t see any better options. I was glad to have his support for the plan.

“Provided,” Viss added, “that scans show the wormhole to be compatible with our Krasnikov generators. It could be a different type of wormhole. If it won’t work with Krasnikov matter, it might collapse in on us.”

Everyone was silent, thinking.

“Comments?” I asked finally.

“I don’t see any other options, either,” Maja said staunchly. “Like I said, we’re well set for provisions, but they won’t last forever.”

“Never expected I’d get to fly into Chron territory, I’ll admit,” Rei said, smiling grimly. “But I don’t see anywhere else to go. I don’t relish the idea of flying around this system indefinitely, running low on food and getting slowly fried by radiation.” She shrugged elegantly, her long chestnut hair rippling over her shoulders. “Honestly, I’d rather go busting into Chron space, even if it meant getting blown to bits.”

Gerazan stared at her. His earlier shellshocked expression had transformed into something like admiration. Maybe, I thought, I’d get Rei to talk to him about the Domtaw. If he wouldn’t open up to me, he might to her.

No one else seemed inclined to say anything, but I didn’t sense any rebellion, either.

“Okej. We stay here for three days, learn everything we can, and if nothing changes, take a leap into that wormhole if it’s compatible with our drives.” I stood and stretched. “Divide up the scanning and analysis tasks. I want someone—two someones—on the bridge the entire time. Gerazan,” I said, and he tore his eyes away from Rei to face me. “From what you observed since you’ve been here, is it generally safe for us to stay parked on the moon while we wait?”

He nodded. “The moon’s been extremely stable the entire time we’ve been observing it, Captain. It didn’t appear to do anything at all until today.”

“Good. Then that’s what we’ll do. We’re a little less noticeable down here than we would be hanging up there in orbit.”

I turned to my daughter. “Maja, work up a duty and watch schedule, would you? Gerazan has volunteered to help Viss out in engineering as needed, but I believe he and Cerevare should continue to study the inside of the moon as much as possible. The Protectorate will need any data we can get them, even more now.”

She nodded.

“What about our friend Jahelia Sord?” Baden asked.

I sighed. “Right. Send her a message, see how long she has provisions for—and whether she has access to her ship’s waste disposal systems. If we can leave her where she is, good. But I suppose I can’t do that if it’s too uncomfortable for her.”

Rei grinned. “Why, Captain, you do have a conscience,” she joked.

“Sadly, I do, and it gets me into no end of trouble.” I smiled. “I’ll be in my quarters if anyone wants me.”

 

 


Chapter 16 – Jahelia
Echoes and Old Nightmares

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE NEXT TIME I heard from the Tane Ikai, they didn’t even bother coming around and opening up a voice channel. Just sent a damned WaVE from over on the artificial moon.

Plan to wait three days to see if wormhole normalizes. Do you have provisions/facilities adequate for that time period?

I scowled at the screen and swore.

“What?” Pita asked, although she could have accessed the message herself. She really does work hard to seem like a fellow crew member.

I read her the message aloud.

“So, what’s the problem? Three days is great! That gives us more time to try and bypass the field. Or it might go away before then, and we can get out of here under our own power.”

“I know. They’re just so damned arrogant. I mean, they can’t even open a voice channel?”

“It’s a good thing,” Pita said in a soothing voice. “Sure, they’re jerks. But it gives us lots of time to take what we need and get it all packed up nice and inconspicuous.”

“I guess,” I growled. “I’ll bet Baden Methyr sent this message. All prim and proper now that he’s with his precious captain.”

“Let it go, Jahelia. You want me to send an answer?”

“No, I’ll do it.” I typed a brief line and sent it off to the other ship with a contemptuous flick. No issues. Thanks for your concern.

Maybe they wouldn’t get the sarcasm, but at least I knew it was there. “Okej. Let’s get back to work.”

I’d completely disassembled my datapad, spreading the components on the deck since I didn’t have access to the little worktable in my sleeping quarters. It seemed ironic that being a techdog was a more useful survival skill than martial arts or weapons training, but so far that’s how it was turning out. Pita’s intricate and detailed knowledge of every circuit, chip, wire, and screw on the ship came in handy as I Frankensteined the pad. We made a good team. The pad already had some “modifications” from PrimeCorp, ones that were slightly outside the strictly legal. Sedmamin had asked me, quite seriously, if I had concerns about carrying illegal tech. I’d almost laughed in his face, considering that my body was full of tech that, while not technically illegal, I’d certainly gone to great lengths to keep secret. I simply smiled and told him that if it wasn’t obvious from the outside and was reasonably code-camouflaged on the inside, I was fine with it.

“Work on the pad, or on the field?” Pita said. “If we have three days, we should have time for both.”

I considered. If we could get rid of the gods-damned field, I’d show Paixon my azeno and take my chances in the rest of this system. Or try my luck with the other wormhole on my own. I’d rather die going it alone than on Paixon’s charity.

But everything we’d tried so far to identify or affect the field had resulted in a big fat nothing.

“Let’s keep working on the datapad,” I said finally. “We’ll get it completely ready, but we won’t download you into it yet. If the field goes away by itself, we can move quickly. And if we end up leaving the ship, we’ll transfer you and we can go.”

“What’s your plan if the field dissipates?” Pita asked as I set to work re-routing some hair-fine fibre circuits in the datapad. “Would you risk the wormhole to Delta Pavonis?”

She’d managed to get one long-range scanner working intermittently, so we’d had a “look” at the wormhole—or at least its radiation signature.

I shook my head, then remembered that Pita couldn’t see me. That was the hardest adjustment to having an AI companion. “Whatever happened to it, that thing feels . . . evil. Pretty sure we’d fry in seconds, if the skip drive would even activate it.”

“What about the other one? Where the alien ships came through?”

I was attempting to nudge a thin strand of wiring to the side with the tiny pair of tweezers on my multi-tool. Pita’s use of the word alien gave me an unwanted shiver, and I almost messed up. I swallowed and refocused. I’d been trying to avoid thinking about those alien ships, although I hadn’t said as much to Pita.

The appearance of a Chron ship had been bad enough. The Chron War was before my time, but they were still the bogeymen of Nearspace. With good reason. Killing machines, bent on wiping all of us—and the Lobors and the Vilisians—out entirely. There isn’t much that scares me, but when I was a kid, I used to have nightmares about Chron coming into our house at night and killing us all. I didn’t even know what they looked like. In my nightmares, they were tall, dark entities, featureless behind shadowy faceplates. They didn’t speak, moved with absolute silence. You wouldn’t know they were there until you opened your eyes and one was leaning over you, putting the barrel of some kind of weapon to your forehead. An ice-cold ring against your flesh. You’d be completely paralyzed, unable to move or scream or even think straight. Completely and utterly helpless. And you’d glimpse horrible, alien eyes behind the visor in the instant before they fired.

That’s when I’d wake up screaming, every time. Memories like that don’t go away easy.

And it hadn’t been only Chron coming through that wormhole. The ship that had followed—the one even Pita couldn’t identify—had been something out of another nightmare. I pulled the tweezers away from the datapad and shivered again.

“Jahelia? Would you go through the other wormhole?”

“No,” I said, trying to keep the fear out of my voice. “I think we’d head deeper into this system, see what we could find. Check in here later to see if the Delta Pav wormhole had opened up again.”

“I don’t think that would be smart. We only have provisions for a limited amount of time,” Pita said in a matter-of-fact voice. “To say nothing of fuel. Eventually we’d run out of both, and you’d—”

“I know! You don’t have to remind me!” I snapped my hand back and threw the multi-tool against the dark field wall. It bounced off and landed with a clatter near my feet, where I sat cross-legged on the decking, barely missing the vulnerable inner casing of the datapad. For some reason, that only made me angrier. Only the knowledge that I needed it to finish rigging the pad stopped me from picking it up and throwing it again. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Then another. Pita displayed remarkable insight and stayed silent.

There’s nothing I hate more than feeling helpless.

After a minute, I picked up the tweezers and went back to work.

Pita muttered, “Sorry,” but I didn’t even answer her.

 

 


Chapter 17 – Luta
Wormhole Explorers

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I SETTLED INTO my big armchair in my quarters—I shared them with Hirin now, as I had long ago, but it took some getting used to. I still thought of them as mine. I knew I needed sleep, but couldn’t relax or calm my whirling mind yet. It was just as well. Only a few moments had passed before there was a knock on the door and Hirin poked his nose in. I supposed his habit of knocking grew out of the same kind of acclimatization on his part.

“Not asleep yet?” he asked with a grin.

I felt a brief flash of traitorous annoyance. I wasn’t sure I was up to dealing with him at the moment, but guilt swept it aside immediately. For years I’d longed to have him with me again—how could I resent his presence now? And perhaps it would be better to put all the current unresolved issues to rest.

I smiled. “You might squeeze in ten minutes before I nod off.”

He crossed to the desk and dropped into the chair behind it, lifting his feet to prop them up on the desk. “Then we’ll leave more pleasant pursuits until we have more time. We need to talk.”

I pulled a face. “Are you sure? About the talking?”

“I’m sure. I’m going to stop playing captain for a while, and I need you to give me another official assignment.”

“Playing captain? What do you mean?”

He wagged a finger at me. “You know very well what I mean, and you’ve been awfully good about it. Giving me the chair on so many duty shifts, letting me help in making decisions—come on, Luta, I can see what you’re doing.”

I started to protest further, but he cut me off.

“I appreciate it. You think it’s too hard for me now, coming back to the ship and having you as the captain. I’ll admit it takes some getting used to. I’ll admit it’s nice to be in charge sometimes. But right now, the last thing we need is any ambiguity. We’re in a dangerous situation, you haven’t overstated that. And one of us has to be in control or the crew will be confused.”

“Why not you, then?”

“Because they’re your crew. They like me, and I think they respect me, but they’re still yours.”

I puffed out a sigh. “That’s pretty much what Yuskeya said when I asked her if she thought she should be in charge.”

“And she was right. You’re a good captain, Luta.”

I stood and crossed to the desk, gently pushing his legs down so I could sit on his lap. I put my arms around his neck. “Promise me one thing,” I said.

“Anything.”

“We’ll work out some other arrangement when all this is over. One that makes you as happy to be on this ship as I am having you here.”

“I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be, no matter what I’m doing.”

I glared at him. “Don’t avoid the question. Promise.”

He laughed. “Okej, okej, I promise. We’ll figure out something else later.” He pulled my head down and kissed me.

“You know,” I said when he released me, “I might be able to let sleep wait a little longer.”

 

I CAN SUM up the next three days fairly succinctly. Nothing happened. Well, that would be a bit of an understatement. Baden sent a series of comm signals through the Delta Pavonis wormhole, which remained as sullen and malevolent as ever. The messages appeared to go through, although we couldn’t verify that. We had no reply.

We ran as close as we dared to the wormhole and engaged the skip drive, but there was no response from the wormhole, and we weren’t feeling lucky enough to try diving to see if it worked. We returned to the moon.

Jahelia Sord’s ship stayed half-in, half-out of the dark energy shield. We sent sporadic comms to check on her. She continued to be surly, but cooperative, and said she was fine to remain on her ship for the time being. I was happy to leave her there until I was forced to do something else with her.

We also spent a day at the Stillwell, trying everything we could think of, short of blasting it with a torpedo, to disperse the cloud of dark energy that enveloped it. I would have settled for some kind of reading from inside the ship. It was all futile, though, and by the end of the day we were frustrated, angry, and although no-one said it, scared. If the dark ship could do this to a Dragon-class warship, what could it do to the Tane Ikai? My only consolation was that they’d had the option to simply blow it up—they’d fired the energy weapon on the Chron ship, proving that—and they hadn’t. Perhaps this was only some kind of stasis field that would eventually dissipate, leaving everyone inside unharmed. After all, Jahelia Sord was doing fine, hadn’t been harmed by the field around her ship—although granted, she wasn’t in it.

We ran as near as we dared to the new wormhole and spun up the skip drive while Viss took readings. He and Hirin put their heads together over the results and concluded that we should indeed be able to navigate it. It would be a risk to enter, but a calculated one. We knew that it was traversable, at least.

Hirin had decided that he’d act as “security” officer, so I’d put him in charge of weapons. We hadn’t needed a weapons officer on board the Tane Ikai for a long time, but I suspected we might need one soon. And he’d taken the initiative in onloading those torps a few weeks ago, so he was the logical choice. He also returned to his research into PrimeCorp’s past.

Cerevare had spent every waking hour studying the operant moon with Gerazan, usually accompanied by Rei. Rei said she was going along as “security,” but I wondered. Of course, there was little for her to do as a pilot, since we were effectively docked on the moon for the duration, except for those few short jaunts. But she and Gerazan seemed to have a mutual interest in each other. I smiled, watching them suit up for another EVA to the moon’s interior control room. Maybe Rei had found a better cure for her melancholy than screaming workouts in the cargo bay. And it seemed to be good for Gerazan, too.

Yuskeya pored over data and tended to the injured scientist, Chen. His condition had her puzzled. She could find no reason for his failure to recover, and in fact, she couldn’t even pin down exactly what was wrong with him.

Occasionally he would spike a high fever, sometimes becoming agitated and delirious. Other times he merely slept for long portions of the day, and in his waking hours was quiet and slow to speak. Gerazan confirmed that this was a marked change from his personality before the accident.

Maja kept track of our provisions and made sure that waste was kept to a minimum, becoming the de facto cook. Where usually we’d each see to our own culinary needs, Maja took to preparing ingredient-economical, large-scale meals for the entire crew. She and Baden had grown even closer during the crisis, and I knew that his crew quarters were empty virtually all of the time. That was fine with me. My daughter was old enough to make her own decisions and live her life on her terms. I was pleased to see her happy and content—circumstances notwithstanding—for the first time in a long time.

And as for me, the stress of the situation must have bothered me more than I’d like to admit. Yuskeya had to give me two more injections for headaches, and one for nausea. She wanted to run some medical scans, but I put her off. After a lifetime of not requiring medical procedures, I felt a growing terror at having to turn to them now. My burned fingers healed, but slowly. I couldn’t remember an injury ever persisting longer than a day or so. I tried not to think about it, but the roughened ridges on my fingertips reminded me every time I touched something with them.

Finally the end of the third day arrived. I went to bed that night knowing that in the morning I would have to send us through the unknown wormhole. I lay curled against Hirin’s back, feeling the slow, even rise and fall of his breathing, for a long time. Not talking. Not sleeping. Trying, without success, not to worry.

 

NOT SURPRISINGLY, EVERYONE was on the bridge for the first duty shift in the morning. Baden and Yuskeya had split the night shift so that neither would be too tired in the morning. We were a quiet bunch. Everyone had held onto the secret hope that the Delta Pavonis wormhole would have righted itself by now. The alternative was a leap into the unknown.

However, as Captain, I couldn’t let the crew see any hesitation on my part. My headache had flared again, and I made a note to get a shot from Yuskeya as soon as I had a chance.

“Okej, I guess it’s time to do something about Jahelia Sord,” I said as I took my seat in the big chair. “I can’t in good conscience leave her stranded here once we leave the system, because we might not be coming back this way. Suggestions?”

“Her ship is small. It would actually fit right inside one of the cargo pods,” Viss said. “But I don’t like the idea of trying to latch on and bring it inside the Tane Ikai without knowing more about that field.”

“No,” I agreed, “I’m not willing to risk that. We still have passenger quarters two and four empty, so I guess we need to convert one of them into a brig.”

Hirin stood up. “Viss and I can do that. We’ll take the room computer off the ship’s network, and rig a plasma bar for the door. We’re sure she’s alone on that ship?”

Yuskeya nodded. “I’ve done a number of random scans. I’ve only ever read one person in there.”

“Then we’ll pick her up as soon as the quarters are ready. Rei, head over to her ship.”

Nothing apparent had changed about the Hunter’s Hope in the three days since the attack. The field still held, and I wondered if such a thing were there indefinitely, or if it would blink out when a certain amount of time had passed. What would the answer mean for the crew of the Stillwell?

“Ahoy, Jahelia Sord,” I sent over the comm. “We’re leaving this system, so I’m offering you a choice. You can stay with your ship and hope the field wears off or someone else comes along to rescue you. Or you can come aboard as my prisoner until we reach Nearspace and I can hand you over to the Protectorate.”

“Not much of a choice,” she said.

“I agree, but it’s the best I can offer. I will say I don’t foresee anything else coming along in the immediate future.”

“Very well. What can I bring with me? Not that I can get into my personal quarters anyway.”

“Anything personal is fine, but we’ll scan and search you and your possessions before you come aboard. No weapons or anything else we’d disapprove of. My engineer and my navigator, who is also a Protectorate officer, will meet you at the airlock. Trust me, you do not want to try any tricks with them.”

Whether it was my warning, her good sense, or Yuskeya’s uniform, Jahelia Sord was on her best behavior when we extended a transport tube and linked the two ships via airlocks. She brought a small bag with a standard datapad and a few personal items, and came aboard quiet and subdued. Maybe that was understandable after being trapped and alone on her ship for several days, not knowing from one moment to the next if the strange alien field would suddenly endanger her. I suppose I was cruel in choosing to leave her there during that time. But I can’t say I’ve ever lost any sleep over it.

Viss and Yuskeya brought her up from the cargo deck, and I met them at the hatchway. I was startled to see that Jahelia Sord now wore the Erian pridattii face tattoos, like Rei. In the picture I’d seen of her, in Yuskeya’s report, her face had been unmarked. Her hair was a shock of unruly, pale-tipped black curls, eerily echoing the jet-black rings and whorls on her face. She was my height, but much thinner—almost fragile in appearance. Her eyes were dark, too, hard little stones of mistrust and dislike, and she smiled without warmth.

“I won’t say welcome aboard,” I said, “but as long as you behave yourself, you’ll be well-treated on this ship.”

“I’ll try to be a good girl.” Her tone held a mocking edge, which I chose to ignore. She carried her bag slung casually over one shoulder, and was dressed informally in black military-style pants and a high-necked grey t-shirt. A black jacket hung from her other hand.

“Sord is an unusual last name for an Erian.” Erian women’s surnames usually incorporated the name of their mother, as Rei’s did in “dam-Rowan.”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” she drawled.

“We don’t have a proper brig, so you’ll be staying in one of the guest rooms, but you won’t have free access to the rest of the ship or the network. We’ll bring you meals. And, in light of the circumstances, we’ll keep you informed on what’s happening.”

“Thank you.” She studied me gravely. “Will I meet the rest of your crew?”

“I expect we’ll take turns bringing your meals and checking in with you. Why?”

She flashed a smile I could only describe as predatory. “I believe I may know your communications officer. Baden Methyr, isn’t it? I thought I recognized his voice.”

If Baden hadn’t already made that offhand remark about her voice seeming familiar, I probably wouldn’t have been able to hide my surprise. However, I think I managed to keep my face impassive. “Really? Now, how do you know Baden?”

Her smile didn’t dim. “Perhaps you should ask him,” she said. “I wouldn’t like to say anything . . . inappropriate.”

“I’ll be sure to do that. This is my engineer, Viss Feron, and Commander Yuskeya Blue, a Protectorate officer temporarily assigned to my crew. They’ll get you settled in your quarters.”

She turned to them and said insolently, “Hello, Engineering, and hello, Protectorate. Huge pleasure to meet you both. I’m not that good with names, so I’ll just remember you by what you do.”

I turned and left them, biting my tongue, heading up the corridor toward the bridge. She was every bit as annoying as I’d expected, and I hoped she couldn’t see how much she’d rattled me. What was she playing at, anyway? I got the impression that everything this woman did and said was calculated.

On the bridge, I said, “Baden, can I see you in your quarters?” I didn’t want to ask him about Sord in front of everyone, but the Tane Ikai was unusually full at the moment and there weren’t many spots for private conversation.

Baden threw a glance at Maja, but merely said, “Sure,” and got up from his seat at the comm panel. She regarded me with a hint of her old suspicion and seemed about to say something, then subsided.

Baden followed me off the bridge, and I let him go ahead of me into his quarters, first off the bridge to the right. I shut the door behind us. The room felt cool and empty, and I knew I was right about him spending most of his nights in Maja’s quarters with her.

I got right to the point. “You said Jahelia Sord’s voice sounded familiar, but not the name?”

“I could have been wrong about that, too, Captain—”

“No, I don’t think you were.” I pulled out my datapad and called up the report on Sord, which Yuskeya had forwarded to me. I focused in on the picture, although her hair was straight and dark blonde in it, instead of the mass of dark curls she wore now, and she’d had no face tattoos. “Recognize her?”

Baden studied the image and frowned. “Relana?” he said. “That doesn’t—” He glanced up at me. “I know this woman, yes. Her name is Relana . . . um . . .” He had the grace to blush. “I met her a few months ago, on Earth, the last time we were there before we picked up Hirin. We . . . spent some time together. Are you telling me this is Jahelia Sord?”

Baden had a reputation as a lady’s man, at least until he’d met Maja, so I knew what that meant—one of his brief hookups. I had a sudden recollection of him standing outside his quarters, freshly shaven, hair wet from the shower, looking admittedly handsome. Was Jahelia Sord playing him like a pawn that very night? I felt sorry for his discomfiture, but this was important.

I nodded. “I spoke to her when Viss and Yuskeya brought her up from the cargo pod. She said she knew you, called you by name. I knew she was trying to shake me up, so it was lucky you’d mentioned finding her voice familiar earlier—it wasn’t as much of a shock as it might have been. Now she has dark hair and Erian face tattoos, but it’s the same woman.”

He sat down on the side of the bed, still holding my datapad in both his hands and staring at her picture. “This—it can’t be coincidence, can it?’

I leaned against the closed door and folded my arms. “Doubtful. I think she probably cultivated you, trying to get information about me, or the ship. We know she’s connected to PrimeCorp, but we don’t know for how long.”

“I don’t remember any conversation about you or the Tane Ikai. But I guess it could have come up in passing. I don’t remember.”

“Maybe she wanted to get close to one of us,” I said with a shrug. “Anyway, how do you want to handle it?”

“I . . . I’m not sure. Should I confront her about it, or just act like it’s no big deal? And there’s Maja to think of. I don’t want her getting hurt by this.”

I sighed. “I get the feeling Sord won’t just let it go without comment, but for now we’ll keep you away from her, I guess. There are enough of us to take her meals that you don’t need to take a turn. If we get lucky and get home easily, you might not have to encounter her at all.”

He stood and handed the datapad over, quirking a half-smile at me. “I don’t feel all that lucky, Captain.”

“Me neither. But I think I’ll ask her about it myself, when I have a chance. And Baden, if I might give you a piece of advice?”

“Sure.”

I patted his shoulder. “Tell Maja all about this; don’t try to keep it a secret. Sord won’t let that happen, so you might as well beat her to the punch.”

“Just what I was thinking,” he said with a nod. “It’s ancient history, anyway.”

A few months is not exactly ancient history, I thought, but I kept it to myself. I hoped, for his sake, that Maja would see things his way.

When we returned to the bridge, I saw Maja flash a silent question at him. Baden leaned down to whisper in her ear, but he didn’t have time to say much more than “later.” To keep Maja’s questioning gaze from turning on me, I said, “Rei, here’s something unusual.”

Rei swung her skimchair around to face me. “What?”

I dropped into the big chair. “Our guest is Erian—or pretending to be.”

She raised an eyebrow. “She doesn’t have an Erian name.”

“No, and she didn’t have pridattii when her registry file picture was taken.”

“Nothing about Erian heritage in what Yuskeya found in the registry?”

“Nope.”

Rei pursed her lips. “It’s not entirely unusual. Some people adopt them because they think they’re interesting, or they feel culturally attuned to Eri.” She shrugged. “Some Erians don’t like it, but it never really bothered me very much. But for someone hoping to camouflage her identity . . .”

“That’s what I was thinking. They do change a person’s appearance.”

“Change your hair colour and add the markings, you could be a different person,” she agreed. “And they don’t have to be permanent. It won’t fool an ID chip scan, but a casual observer, sure.”

“So the question is, who was she trying to fool?” But neither of us had an answer.

A few minutes later, Yuskeya entered the bridge and reported that the prisoner was secure in her quarters. “Viss should be down in engineering by now,” she added.

Everyone else had gathered on the bridge. That was understandable. Few people liked to face the unknown alone. I felt a momentary pang—should I have brought Sord up here too? But, no. She was my prisoner, and while I’d keep her safe and reasonably comfortable, I didn’t owe her peace of mind. I opened the ship’s comm. “Viss, is the skip drive ready?”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Okej then, Rei, let’s go. Take us over to the wormhole, but stop one more time near the Stillwell. I want to make sure nothing’s changed before we leave.”

But the Protectorate ship still lay—no-one wanted to say “dead” but we were all thinking it, I’m sure—quiet and unmoving, completely encased in the dark, shadowy field. Nothing emerged from it, and apparently nothing could get in. Yuskeya scanned it one more time so that she could do some comparison analysis, and then there was nothing to do but leave it, and all its personnel, where it hung.

As we approached the second wormhole, it looked exactly like any other we’d ever gone through. I heard Baden take a deep breath as we neared its dark mouth.

“Now, Baden,” I said, “this is what wormhole exploring feels like. Or pretty near.”

He nodded and twisted a wry grin. “Now I understand the difference. And I wish I didn’t.”

“Rei, take us in whenever you’re ready.” I was pleased that my voice betrayed none of the trepidation I felt. The headache was getting worse, and my stomach had started a slow, rolling churn, but I resolutely brushed the sensations aside. I couldn’t afford to be sick now. It would have to wait.

Rei’s hands were steady on the controls as the ship closed the distance between it and the wormhole. Then she fired up the skip drive, and she and Viss exchanged the usual confirmations. We made a perfectly normal slip into the wormhole.

From the inside, it resembled every other wormhole I’ve traversed throughout Nearspace. The blueshifted radiation spun swirls of colour down the length of the tunnel-like interior, surrounding us with breathtaking beauty as we skipped our way around the sides.

The same grey streaks ran down the walls of this wormhole, as they had down the one from Delta Pav. What did they mean?

“Yuskeya, any sign of the same anomalies we encountered the last time?” I asked.

“Nothing this time, Captain. All normal.”

Then the wormhole’s terminal point came up in a rush and we burst out the other end.

And into hell.
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Chapter 18 – Luta
The Station

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“DIOS! CUT THE drives, Viss!” I shouted, diving from my chair to the seat next to Rei. “I’m on the co-pilot board.”

“I’ll take dock, you’re starboard,” she said tersely. Her fingers skimmed ceaselessly over the pilot’s board, gently easing the ship this way and that. Working together, we had a marginally better chance of keeping the Tane Ikai intact.

We had emerged from the wormhole into the middle of the biggest, ugliest asteroid field I’d ever seen from the inside. Initially, I didn’t think we could make it through alive. The asteroids ranged from huge—far bigger than the Tane Ikai—to pebble-sized, tumbling around us, misshapen detritus from the creation and destruction of worlds, huddled together now for comfort or mischief. Even the smallest could punch a hole through the hull if the shields didn’t stop it. The largest would overwhelm the shields and dash us to pieces. Over and behind them all lay a hideous red-orange light, burning like the embers of a malicious fire.

Viss’s voice rumbled up from the engineering deck. “Everything’s offline except maneuvering jets,” he said. “Burst drive is enabled in case we have to move quickly, but it won’t create any drag on what you’re doing now.”

No one else on the bridge had said a word yet, although I’d heard a few sharply indrawn breaths when we first saw what lay in wait on this side of the wormhole.

“When we get out of this,” I said to Rei, not taking my eyes off the screen or slowing my reflexive nudges on the board, “let’s come to a full stop while we take stock.”

“Por certa, Captain,” she answered. “I might need to go to the head and throw up.”

It probably took less than ten minutes to get through, although it passed like a lifetime. I was glad I’d told Rei to stop when we got clear. I was dumbstruck by what I saw when we emerged.

The reddish light that suffused this system like a slowly spreading stain was the result of a number of factors. Off in the distance a dim orange star burned, its meagre warmth unlikely to reach this far. Closer to us an interstellar dust cloud loomed, the orange sun painting it with a dark red underbelly and brighter, yellowish specularity streaking across the top. There were no planets in evidence from where we hung, suspended beyond the asteroid field’s outer limits.

But it was none of those things that caught my attention at first; I noticed them only peripherally. No, what drew my eye, what in fact had the eye of everyone on board, was the space station.

“Dipatrino, what is that?” breathed Hirin. I hadn’t realized that he’d moved to stand behind me.

“Captain, I’ve begun logging navigation data on this system,” Yuskeya reported in a flat, emotionless voice, her Protectorate training kicking in, no doubt. “I don’t recommend activating scans.”

“Noted, no scans,” I said. “Good thinking. So far, no-one seems to have noticed us, so let’s try and keep it that way.”

They were coming to life now, getting past that initial shock.

“No incoming comm signals that we’re able to pick up,” Baden said, and his wording struck me. We might have had the latest and greatest technology when we left Mars, but everything was an unknown now. Someone could be screaming at us with their own communications equipment, but if it wasn’t compatible, we’d never hear them.

“Should I send a general hail to the—whatever that is?” Baden asked.

I couldn’t take my eyes away from the space station. That was all I could think to call it, although as Baden implied, it wasn’t like any station I’d ever encountered. It was dark, sleek, angular, and imposing; as malefic-looking as the spidery ship that had pursued the Chron into our midst, with the same gelatinous outer texture. This thing was big, though; as big as Sagan Station, and that could comfortably house over five thousand people. Spiky protrusions extended from a central torus, so many that I couldn’t easily count them. Six, on the sides I could see, were larger and extended further than the rest, pointing randomly to all corners of the system. The structure didn’t rotate or move, so if there was gravity on board it was generated in some way other than centripetal force. Apart from the spikes, it was featureless. No lights, no viewports, no docking bays, no gun turrets.

That last was slightly comforting, at least.

“Captain?” Baden asked.

“No, let’s not say anything yet. They haven’t demanded to know what we’re doing here, so maybe they don’t think we’re worth notice.”

Slowly I stood up from the co-pilot’s seat and moved to the captain’s chair. Hirin followed me to stand behind me again. I think he must have sensed that I needed him at my back.

Nothing else happened.

“Should I start scanning the system?” Yuskeya asked.

I shook my head. “I think we’ll hold off a bit longer. Let’s see if we can get a bigger visual picture of what’s here. Rei, maneuvering jets only, let’s circle around without getting any closer. Just a nice, slow, steady crawl.”

I resisted the urge to rub my forehead. I could really use something for this headache, but now was not the time to leave the bridge, or let the crew see anything else amiss.

“I can’t maintain a perfectly consistent distance without taking any readings,” Rei said skeptically.

“Eyeball it,” I told her.

And so we began one of the strangest surveys I’ve ever performed. Rei piloted the ship slowly around the station, and the rest of us watched it roll past on the screens.

“Luta,” Hirin said as we moved away from our initial observation point, “did you notice that one of those spikes seems to be pointing directly at the wormhole we came through?”

“I hadn’t noticed, but I’m glad there’s no weapon in the end of it.”

“Captain, I’m getting readings that indicate a second wormhole in this system, nearby,” Yuskeya said. “And no, I’m not scanning,” she added. “Passive data reception only. We picked up its radiation signature.”

“Interesting. Can you pinpoint it?”

“Not yet, not without actively scanning. I’ll tell you when I get a better fix.”

“What do you think it is?” Maja asked, her eyes locked on the “station.”

“It is not Chron construction, I feel certain,” Cerevare said.

“Why not?”

The Lobor shrugged. “Perhaps it is a feeling only, but it is too different from the Chron artifacts we have observed. And too much like the ship that pursued the Chron through the wormhole. Did any of you feel that those two ships were constructed by the same species?”

Baden shook his head. “No. They felt too different. And this feels completely different from the artifact moon.”

“Agreed.” Cerevare nodded.

“Here’s a question,” Viss said over the ship’s comm. “How did anyone get through that asteroid field going toward the wormhole, and maintain the right velocity and approach to engage a skip drive and enter the terminal point safely? And not once, but twice, since both ships came through separately?”

“And how is that field even there?” Gerazan asked. “It’s not part of an orbiting belt. It’s as if it’s suspended there.”

“Too many questions, not enough answers,” Rei complained. “And too much chatter. I’m trying to do a delicate job, here.”

Baden turned to Gerazan with a grin. “Don’t pay any attention,” he said in a conspiratorial stage whisper. “She loves to work under pressure. She just wants everyone to appreciate it when she does.”

“Baden, if I didn’t have my hands full trying to keep this ship safe—”

“I know, I know, I’d be in for it. But you do, so I’m not worried.”

Gerazan’s face twitched, as if he didn’t know whether to smile or not.

“They’re always like this when we’re in a life-threatening situation,” I assured him. “For some reason it keeps them focused on the task at hand.”

“Got a reading on that wormhole,” Yuskeya said. She tapped in a few coordinates, and one of the screens showed a long-range view with the wormhole artificially highlighted in green.

“What’s wrong with the view?” Maja asked. “It’s like the picture is unsteady or something. Something’s moving.”

“You won’t believe—” Yuskeya started, but Hirin cut her off.

“There’s a second asteroid field obscuring the entrance to that wormhole as well?”

Yuskeya gave him a raised eyebrow. “Okay, maybe you will believe it. You’re exactly right. There’s another asteroid field there. The movement of the asteroids is distorting the image.”

“And unless I miss my guess,” Hirin continued, “another one of those big spikes is pointing directly at that wormhole.”

“Hirin Paixon,” I said in my best annoyed-wife voice, “how about this? We’ll grant your genius if you stop showing off and get on with your theory.”

He inclined his head in a mock bow. “Anything for you, Captain. I think this is some kind of guard station, set up to stop transit through the wormholes. Or at least to control who goes through them. I’m willing to bet that there are more than two wormholes in this system. I think this is a nexus system, like MI 2 Eridani or Mu Cassiopeia, and there may be a wormhole for every one of those larger spikes.”

“Beta Comae, too. But none of those systems have this many wormholes,” Baden argued. “Four each, right?”

“We’ve never found more than five in a single system,” Yuskeya agreed.

“Which is why I think,” Hirin added with a flourish of his hand, “that if you have a system with this many wormholes present, they may not all be naturally occurring. I think at least some of these have been constructed by a race of such obvious technological advancement, that we’d better hope and pray they like us when we meet them.”

We were still gaping at him when the ship alarm sounded softly to notify us that we were being scanned.

 

“ON THE ALERT, folks,” I said. I was surprised to feel the prick of sweat on my forehead, and brushed it away with the back of my hand. Was something in this system causing the ship to overheat? Yet no warnings came in from ship systems.

“Yuskeya, can you tell where it’s coming from?”

“Definitely originating from the station,” she said. “It’s nothing invasive or dangerous. Just a general scan like we’d run ourselves to see where a ship came from or possibly its composition. Should I try to block it?”

“No, not if you don’t consider it dangerous.”

“Burst drive is ready if you need it, Rei,” Viss said over the ship’s comm.

“Captain?”

I shrugged. “Where would we go? Let’s sit tight and see what happens. But stay ready, Rei.”

The scan continued for maybe another half-minute, then stopped. The station and the ship fell silent again.

“Maybe it’s automated?” Baden suggested. “It might run at intervals whether there’s a ship in the system or not. No-one’s tried to say hello to us still.”

“Captain Paixon?” Jahelia Sord’s voice came over the ship’s comm. “Would you mind telling me what that alarm was about?”

“Not now, Sord,” I snapped, and signalled to Baden to shut down her access to the bridge audio. I didn’t want her listening in to this.

Rei pushed away from the pilot’s board and turned to me. “We’ve been flying around this thing, we’ve been scanned, and nothing else has happened. Why don’t we stop babystepping? Trying to hide in plain sight makes me feel freneza; I’d rather fly up to the front door and knock.”

“We could run a scan of the station,” Yuskeya suggested. “They scanned us, so it’s only fair.”

“Yes, and what if there’s no word in their alien vocabulary for ‘fair’?” I felt annoyed. We’d cast our lot already by taking the wormhole into this system, and I was tired of waiting for something to happen—but I didn’t know which way to jump. I shrugged out of my jacket and into shirtsleeves. The bridge felt unbearably hot. Why was no-one else complaining? “Al inferno—to hell with it,” I growled. “We might as well find out what we’ve gotten ourselves into.”

Hirin shot me a puzzled frown, and I realized how sharply I’d spoken.

“We’ll take it slow,” I said, willing my voice calm and steady. “Yuskeya, run a general scan of the station, looking for the same sort of data we got on that spider ship. Nothing invasive. Rei, be ready to kick that burst drive over if someone doesn’t like what we’re doing.”

The scan brought no response. “All right then, let’s head out to that second wormhole and investigate the asteroid field.”

“Burst drive?” Rei asked.

“Go ahead. We’re throwing caution to the winds.”

We reached the asteroid field quickly under the burst drive. It was the twin of the one we’d had to navigate to enter the system—asteroidal debris tumbling haphazardly, but clustered around the wormhole terminal point.

“So what do you make of that? Anyone?”

“It’s got to be a security measure,” Hirin insisted. “Yuskeya, can you get a reading on that spike I thought was pointing in this direction?”

She huffed. “Like that’s necessary. You know you’re right about this, Hirin.”

He grinned. “I know, but make an old man happy and confirm it, would you?”

I rolled my eyes. All this joking around was getting on my nerves. We were in deep trouble here, couldn’t they see that?

After a few seconds, Yuskeya glanced up from the screen. “Konfirmi. The spike is trained on the center of the wormhole.”

“So let’s get out of the direct line of fire, shall we?” Baden asked, an uneasy edge to his voice. “Those spikes appear to mean business. Of what kind, I’m not sure, but definitely not a kind I want to intercept.”

“Another radiation signature detected, Captain. Another wormhole.”

“Of course it is,” I grumbled, wiping my palms down the sides of my jeans. “And what’s in front of this one? Let me guess. Another asteroid field?”

We circuited the system, finding in all nine wormholes to correspond with nine large spikes on the station. Every wormhole entrance was guarded by an asteroid field—the field itself seemingly contained within static boundaries, while the asteroids moved normally within it. We weren’t scanned again, and no other vessels appeared. The station remained silent except for that one solitary scan.

“Viss,” I said finally, brushing a droplet of sweat from above my lips, “is there something in this system that’s causing the heat in the ship to go so high? Or is there a problem with the environmentals?”

“I—don’t think so, Captain.” There was a pause, while he presumably checked readings. “I don’t find it unusually warm down here.”

“Me neither,” Maja said. “Mother, are you all right?”

“Fine,” I said shortly. “Maybe I’m concentrating too hard.”

“It’s probably quite possible to chart a safe course through one of those asteroid fields, provided you didn’t have to do it in a hurry,” Hirin said, from one of the unmanned bridge boards he’d commandeered to, as he put it, “work something out.” “Rei and Luta got us through one, and they had no time to prepare at all. Granted that they’re the two best pilots in Nearspace,” he added, “but even so . . .”

“Dad, you aren’t suggesting we try to go through one?” Maja asked. “We don’t have a clue where any of them go!”

“Not true,” Hirin answered. “We know that one of them goes one skip away from Nearspace. Who’s to say that more of them aren’t that close? Or possibly right into a Nearspace system? It’s not like every square kilometer of Nearspace has been explored. We could be closer to home than we think.”

“Hirin,” I said, “I think it’s pretty clear that someone or something has gone to great trouble to make it difficult to get through these wormholes. I’d at least like to know who and why before we try to go through one. Let’s not forget those spikes that make Baden so nervous.”

He, and Maja too, I noticed, turned to me with surprise evident on their faces. “What? Do you think I have to agree with every damned thing you say, just because we’re married?”

“Mother? Why are you yelling?”

“I’m not yelling!” I had to take a deep gulp of air, because it was so hot on the bridge I felt like I might suffocate.

“What do you suggest, then, Luta?” Hirin said in a deceptively mild voice. I knew he must have something planned.

“These alien bastardos, whoever they are, are responsible for this mess. I guess they like playing god, controlling who goes where and when.” I flung myself into the chair. “Well, I’m tired of playing their games.” The insistent, escalating pounding in my head was driving me forward. I knew exactly what I wanted, and I didn’t know why we’d been pussyfooting around all this time. I wanted answers.

“We’re going to go and make contact with whoever is in that station,” I said. “And we’re going to do it now. Rei, turn this thing around and take us to the station. Engage the burst drive.”

“Luta? Are you all right?” Hirin stood now from the board he’d been using and crossed to me. I jumped up from the chair and stood in front of it, arms crossed as if I were guarding it. I wondered vaguely why I’d done that. Hirin’s expression held the same question.

“I’m fine,” I said impatiently. “I have a headache and it feels like the inside of a supernova in here. Viss, check those temperature controls again!”

“Uh, sure, Captain,” he said. “I think they’re within normal range, though.”

“Just check the damn things.”

Rei had followed my orders and brought the ship about, turning us to head toward the dark, gelatinous-looking alien station. The ship lurched slightly as the burst drive kicked in, and I stumbled a little. Hirin reached out to catch me, and I slapped his hand away, ignoring his bewildered exclamation.

“Rei, don’t stray into the direct line of sight between any of those spikes and the wormholes. Baden’s right, they could be dangerous. Baden, when we get within five hundred clicks, send out the standard Nearspace hailing message on all frequencies. We’ll see if anyone’s home on that disgusting piece of space garbage.”

I caught a silent communication pass between Hirin and Yuskeya. I realized everyone else except Rei had also turned to stare at me.

“What? Keep your eyes on your boards! We don’t know what these ansulos could be planning.”

They continued to stare at me.

“Luta, you’re tired out,” Hirin said finally. “Why don’t you come down to our quarters and have a rest?” He put a hand on my arm, and his flesh felt shockingly cold.

I jerked away from his touch. “Right, so you can take over? You want to play captain? I don’t think so, old man.”

Yuskeya had left the navigation board. “Captain, is your headache worse? You should have told me, I can give you something for it. Come into First Aid, and we’ll try something else, okej?”

“Those shots!” I stared at her with sudden realization and hatred. “That’s what’s making me feel like this. You did something, megero, put something in those shots—and I suppose everyone knows about it, do you? I can feel it! You’re all against me!”

A tiny, faraway part of my brain was telling me that I was shouting, asking me why I was shouting, and why would I call Yuskeya such a horrible name? But I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “And why is it so goddamned hot in here?”

That’s when my legs buckled. Sparks obscured my vision like stars going supernova in a distant galaxy. Arms held me, voices babbled around me, but they were all faint and far away and I felt myself slipping, slipping into a darkness where there were no alien artifacts, no mysterious wormholes, no fearsome space stations. Where it was soft, and quiet, and blessedly, blessedly cool.

 

 


Chapter 19 – Jahelia
Nothing Left Behind

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MY PRISON CELL on the Tane Ikai was a surprisingly comfortable room—with a well-locked door. As far as the crew knew, I was effectively cut off from the rest of the ship. Fine. If they wanted to shut me up and forget about me, that meant they wouldn’t spend too much time wondering how I spent mine.

But when I’d politely commed Captain Paixon and asked to be brought into the loop, she’d cut me off rudely and abruptly without a word of explanation.

Even before that, I’d connected my datapad (and thus, Pita) to the computer console in my room, and Pita had gone to work to reconnect to the network. They hadn’t broken a physical connection, only a digital one. I felt pretty confident that Pita would be able to crack that. They weren’t expecting me to have anything like her.

When Paixon had refused to talk to me, I asked Pita, “Can you at least bypass the comm lockout so I can listen in on the bridge?” I had minuscule earbuds and a throat touch mic so that I could subvocalize and she’d hear me, and her responses were for my ears alone.

Her answer sounded clearly inside my head. She chuckled. “We’re still locked out of full network access, but I think I can get you audio. Give me a few minutes, and we’ll be in.”

Moments later, when the bridge feed came online, I was surprised to hear Luta Paixon say in a trembling and enraged voice, “You did something, megero, put something in those shots—and I suppose everyone knows about it, do you? I can feel it! You’re all against me! And why is it so goddamned hot in here?”

I barely had time to wonder who she’d called a bitch when all hell seemed to break loose on the bridge.

“Catch her!” That was Baden Methyr’s voice.

“Luta!” another man shouted. Her husband, I figured. I hadn’t seen him yet, but I knew all the names from the crew manifesto for the Tane Ikai well enough. He was in his nineties, so I decided to call him Gramps. A jumble of bumping and thumping came over the feed, so either a fight had broken out or she’d collapsed and people ran to help.

“Get her into First Aid,” a woman said. She had a commanding tone that I recognized, the Protectorate officer—Yuskeya Blue. She’d at least been polite and professional—even if she regarded me with a disapproving eye—when she installed me in my quarters.

“What’s wrong with her? Headaches again?” another female voice demanded. The pilot this time, I thought, or maybe Paixon’s daughter. “Something’s seriously wrong. Who goes crazy and passes out from a headache?”

More babble and urgent discussion bubbled into my brain from the feed, but as eager as I’d been to eavesdrop, it all faded and blurred into a wash of background noise. My mind replaced it with memories of another woman, increasingly prone to headaches, fits of inexplicable anger, sudden nosebleeds, and finding every room too hot.

“Jahelia, por la amo de Dio, will you open the window?” My mother rubbed at her greying temples with the knuckles of two clenched fists.

“They’re all open, Mamma.” I knew I sounded cranky and short with her, but I couldn’t help it. Every window in the cramped apartment had been thrown open to the cool night air, and I was freezing. I’d already layered on an extra long-sleeved shirt and a sweater, and slipped on my shoes. And still my mother complained.

She turned a flushed face to me, wide eyes black and dilated beneath a furrowed brow. “And you, with that sweater! I feel too hot just looking at you!”

“Then don’t look at me!”

“Such disrespect! I raised you better than that, Lia!”

I pressed my lips together, smothering more angry words. “Would you like some cold water?” I reached to pick up the half-empty glass on the scratched wooden table at my mother’s elbow.

Mamma grabbed for it. “Don’t take that! You’re always taking my things!” In her haste, she knocked the glass out of my hand. It crashed to the floor and shattered, spattering shards and water all over the floor.

“Now see what you’ve done!” Mamma jumped from the chair, heedless of the broken glass under her bare feet. Then she screamed in pain as the shards bit into her flesh. She took one step toward me and crumpled to the floor, unconscious. One outflung arm sprawled into the puddle of water and sparkling fragments.

I stood staring down at her for a long moment, pulling deep, quick breaths as I fought for the strength to control my own anger. That worried me. Were my own nanos failing? Was that the explanation for the fleeting urge, quickly suppressed, to kick the senseless woman on the floor? No, I told myself, blowing out a long breath. I’m frustrated. Tired. Sad. Anyone would feel this way. There’s nothing wrong with me except stress.

I went to the tiny kitchen for cloths to mop up the mess and returned, kneeling beside my mother. With a guilty start, I thought to check Mamma’s pulse and breathing. Both fine. Just another fit from which she would awake in half an hour or so, feeling much better and utterly bewildered by the cuts on her feet.

Where would it end? I wondered as I mopped up the spilled water and carefully gathered the bits of broken glass. I had to roll her over to get it all cleaned up, but even that didn’t rouse her. It had seemed like the move to Jertenda would turn things around for us. Dad had sworn to quit gambling, and had managed, with a false name and forged credentials, to gain a position working for Nicadico Corp on their new anti-aging treatment, Longate. He seemed happier than he’d been in a long time, working in a lab again. The money wasn’t great yet, but if the treatment worked, the researchers had been promised a healthy share of the profits.

I finished with the broken glass and fetched the first aid kit from the washroom. Trying to be gentle even if she couldn’t feel it, I teased bits of glass from Mamma’s feet, applied ointment, and bandaged them. I briefly wished Dad would get home in time to help struggle Mamma into bed. He claimed to be working long hours at the lab, but I suspected he was gambling again. I couldn’t imagine where the money was coming from; at least he continued to turn over his pay to me so I could cover the rent and buy food. Maybe he was taking bribes at the lab. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“What do you think is happening out there?” Pita asked, breaking me out of my reverie. I felt as though I needed to physically shake myself to dislodge the anger and helplessness the memory had brought with it.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But I think Luta Paixon is in trouble. Probably deeper than any of them realize.”

 

 


Chapter 20 – Luta
Collateral Damage

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I OPENED MY eyes in my own quarters to see Hirin bending over me, concern written large on his face.

“This is happening way too often lately,” I muttered, struggling to maintain my focus. The words sounded garbled and unclear, even to me. Hirin’s face blurred, sharpened, blurred again. I closed my eyes tight and reopened them.

Hirin blew out a long sigh. “She’s awake.”

In a fraction of a second Yuskeya was there, too. “How do you feel, Captain?”

I blinked experimentally a few times. “I think my head is okay,” I said, “and I’m not burning up anymore. So that’s an improvement.”

“And you’re coherent. That’s a big improvement,” Hirin said with a grin.

“What—oh,” I said, as memory trickled back in fragments. Much of it wasn’t clear and didn’t make sense, but what did—wasn’t pleasant. “Oh. Hirin, I—yelled at you, didn’t I? At everyone. And Yuskeya . . . I called you a bitch?”

She grinned lopsidedly. “Something like that. Seems you had a little side dish of paranoia to go along with your headache and fever.”

“You had me pretty confused,” Hirin admitted. “I didn’t know what was wrong with you.”

“I’m sorry,” I said simply. “To both of you. I don’t know what else to say.”

“Apology accepted,” she said. “And I don’t think you can blame yourself too much.”

“What’s . . . what’s wrong with me?” I’d never had to ask that question before, and it sounded strange coming from my lips. Strange, and scary. Nerves stirred my stomach into an unpleasant nausea that had nothing to do with actually being sick; I felt like a wormhole explorer getting ready to skip into the terrors of the unknown. I struggled to sit up, and Hirin helped me, after glancing at Yuskeya to see if she approved.

She hovered briefly to see if I would be okay upright, then sat down at my desk, resting her elbows on it. “I could simply say I’m not sure, which would be true,” she said, “but I do have a guess. A guess that’s somewhat supported by some information I got with the datamed. I scanned you and took some blood samples through your implant while you were out. Hirin gave his okay,” she added.

I nodded. I was hardly worried about treatment protocols and consent.

“Since you’ve got some unusual additions hanging out in your bloodstream,” she continued, referring to my mother’s nanobioscavengers, “I wasn’t sure how I’d identify anything else out of the ordinary. But your mother gave me some special software for the datamed that can actually identify your bioscavs now.” She smiled. “All very hush-hush. Do not tell Baden I’ve got tech that he doesn’t.”

“Cross my heart,” I promised.

“She asked me if you’d had an infusion of new bioscavs from your Mother when we were on Kiando,” Hirin said, “when I got mine. But I told her I didn’t think so. Was that right?”

I nodded. “She wanted to make some tweaks before she updated mine—the ones she gave you were different, since you hadn’t had them as long as I had,” I said with a shrug. “It didn’t seem like a big deal since we were planning on seeing her again in a few months’ time.”

“Okay, that makes sense. But what really interested me came from something Maja said, when she was helping us get you down here. She said, ‘It’s just like Dad was when he first got the virus, years ago.”

I cast my thoughts back, sifting through memories. I nodded. “She’s right, it does seem similar, although I don’t remember any anger issues,” I said wryly. I turned to Hirin. “But you did find it so hot all the time, and you complained of headaches that never went away.”

He nodded, grim-faced at the memory, and turned to Yuskeya. “So what’s the connection?”

Yuskeya ran a hand over her dark hair. “You have to remember, Luta, I’m not a doctor. And this is complicated stuff. But it does seem like there’s a virus in your system, and your bioscavengers aren’t getting rid of it.”

“Chen keeps spiking a fever, too,” I said. “Could he have the same thing?”

She chewed her lower lip, thinking. “I don’t get any readings from the datamed that suggest that. I think his symptoms stem from something that happened to him inside the moon. Exposure to something, maybe.”

“And the datamed is telling you that I do have a virus?”

She nodded. “Yes, one your bioscavs can’t deal with. So either it’s not the same virus Hirin had, because your transfused bioscavs did help him with that—or else something’s gone wrong with your bioscavs.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Do you think that’s it?”

Yuskeya took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I’m afraid it might be. There could be virions—virus particles—in your system that your bioscavs have kept at bay—in a kind of quarantine—for years. But in the scan I did, some of your bioscavs seem to be breaking down, disassembling themselves.”

“So the virus is essentially getting free again.”

She sighed. “Something like that. This is mostly guesswork. I’m just trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.”

“Only some of them?” I was grasping for any good news here, I knew.

“Yes. But—” she glanced at Hirin, then to me, “there are others that are behaving differently again. They’re breaking down, too, but these are—I’m not sure how to explain it—rebuilding themselves before the breakdown is complete. And they’re incorporating some of the virus cells into the new version of themselves.”

“Kristos,” I breathed. “That really doesn’t sound good.”

Yuskeya shrugged. “It might be the best thing ever, I don’t know. Your mother would be the person to ask. But my instinct is the same as yours. It doesn’t sound good.”

Hirin spoke, for the first time since Yuskeya and I had started this part of the conversation. “Well, what can you do about it? And shouldn’t it be happening to me?”

“I’m sorry, Hirin. I simply don’t know.”

“Wait, wait. We just said it,” I said slowly. “You have newer bioscavs. You got the newest ones from Mother on Kiando.”

He paled. “But you waited.”

Yuskeya frowned and crossed her arms. “Luta, when did you first feel . . . not right?”

I considered. “After everything happened at the wormhole.”

“When we got caught in—whatever it was—that the Chron ship shot at the artifact moon?”

I nodded slowly. “It affected a lot of things on the ship. Drives, boards—”

She pointed to my hand. “Your datapad.”

Instinctively I rubbed my thumb over the still-rippled flesh where my fingers had been burned. In the past, there would have been no trace of that burn damage now. “You think whatever that was affected my bioscavs.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. You were the last one of us to regain consciousness, which seemed odd to me at the time. I honestly don’t know, but it’s a theory, and the only one we have.”

“What can you do?” Hirin asked. I already knew the answer to that question. There was only one person who could do much, and she was currently beyond reach. I only hoped she was still safe.

Yuskeya confirmed it. “Unfortunately, not much. I’ve got the datamed working on something that might let me block the virus chemically, but I don’t know how effective it will be. For all I know, the bioscavs will break it down, too. Aside from that, I can try to alleviate symptoms as they arise. We need your mother,” she said simply.

I’d been sitting upright without feeling lightheaded, so I took a chance, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and stood up. Nothing bad seemed to happen.

“Well, she’s not here, and I feel all right now.” Not normal—I felt far from normal—but I thought I could function.

“I gave you a dose of something to block the symptoms, but I don’t know how long it will last. I gave Chen something similar, and it seemed to help with the fever and the pain. But we’ve got to get you to Nearspace and get in touch with Emmage. She’s the only one I’d trust with this.”

“Like we needed another reason to get back to Nearspace,” I said, patting her arm. As an afterthought, I added, “How is Chen now?”

I caught the look that passed between her and Hirin.

“Not very well, I’m afraid,” she said. “That fever he spiked when we transited the wormhole was a bad one.  He was sleeping the last time I checked in on him. It seems to be an awfully deep sleep, and his brain activity has dropped off some.”

“So you’re saying he’s slipped into a coma,” I said.

She pressed her lips together, obviously uncomfortable with the word. “Maybe. He could come out of it.”

“Keep me posted.” There was little else to say about it. “Well, I guess if you think it’s all right, I’ll get to the bridge. I have another round of apologies to make.”

“If you feel up to it,” Yuskeya said. “That’s all we have to judge by.”

“Are you certain?” Hirin asked. “If you’re still tired—”

“I’m okay. And it’s not because I think you’re trying to take over the ship,” I said with a smile, and patted his cheek.

“Okay then. Let’s see what’s happening—”

He didn’t get to finish, because Baden’s voice came over the ship’s comm.

“Hirin, Yuskeya? Hate to bother you, but three ships just came through one of those other wormholes. Ran the asteroids like they knew the way and coming fast. You’d better get in here.”

The three of us ran for the door, and I wasn’t so sick that I didn’t get there first.

 

MAJA, WHO’D PROGRESSED enough in her navigation studies that she could take over the nav board in a pinch, jumped up to make way for Yuskeya as we entered the bridge. “I have a fix on them,” she said breathlessly. “I think they’re Chron ships.”

I slid into the big chair. “Rei, we’re probably going to need that burst drive.”

“Nice to see you, Captain. It’s online and ready to go. Gerazan went down to engineering with Viss.”

“Good idea. Viss? What about weapons?”

“Online, Captain. Ready when needed.”

“Bona. Maja, where are they headed? Us, or the station?”

She shrugged. “Hard to say. This general direction, that’s all. They’re still too far out.”

“Any chance we can hide?”

“Not if they’re hunting for us,” Baden said. “We’ve been sitting here in plain sight—”

“Since my little meltdown, right. Sorry about that, folks. I’ll explain—as much as I can—later. Rei, engage the burst drive.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Let’s try to keep the station between us and them. If we can do that, maybe we can get even further away, but I don’t want to attract their attention.”

“Got it,” she said, her hands already moving over the pilot’s board. The Tane Ikai shuddered and lurched as the burst drive kicked in, and then we moved away from the station at an appreciable speed. I glanced up at the screen showing the spiky, alien shape of the station. Nothing about it had changed, no indication that there was anyone on it or that they’d noticed our presence, beyond that one scan.

Until several hatchways irised open on the near side of the central torus, and four of the spidery ships burst out, one after the other.

“Mother!” Maja had seen them, too.

“I see them. Rei, prepare to take evasive action.”

But they didn’t move in our direction. They flew toward the ships that had only moments ago made their incursion through the wormhole.

Now we had a new dilemma. Get as far away as possible while no-one paid much attention to us, or stick around and see what happened. Prudence versus curiosity.

Curiosity won.

“Rei, I’m changing my mind again.”

“Captain’s prerogative,” she said, and I heard the grin in her voice.

“It might be useful to know what’s going to happen here. Try to stay within visual range, but keep the station between us and the action, whatever it turns out to be.”

“Hola, Captain, that’s not much trouble,” she said. “Anything else you’d like me to do? Clean out the intakes? Bake you some pano?”

“When I want sarcasm from you I’ll ask for it, thanks,” I retorted. “Baden, did we ever send a comm to the station?”

“We did, before you . . . er . . . got sick,” he said delicately. “No response.”

“Forget them for now, then. If they want us, they know we’re here.”

“Incoming ships are in visual range,” Yuskeya reported. “I’m putting them on the screen.”

Cerevare’s sharp intake of breath confirmed what Maja had already suggested. More Chron ships. The configuration was very similar to the one that had activated the operant moon.

“Where are they headed? Can you tell?” The Lobor historian’s ears had swivelled forward, signalling her excitement as it must have done for her ancestors millennia before. Her golden earrings tinkled together.

“It’s not clear. They seem to be mostly trying to avoid the ships from the station,” Yuskeya said.

The Chron ships were indeed running evasively. They had changed course as soon as the dark ships emerged from the station; so quickly, in fact, that they must have been expecting the response. Now they made for one of the other asteroid fields.

“They must have something like our burst drive,” Viss said from engineering. “The signature is similar enough. That’s technology that didn’t exist at the time of the Chron War, so they’ve advanced since then.”

Cerevare shook her head, then must have realized that Viss couldn’t see her. “No, Viss. Even during the Chron War, they had a very fast in-system drive. For a while it seemed that was the secret to their seeming ability to appear out of nowhere, but someone realized there had to be more to it than that.”

“Huh,” Viss said, sounding surprised. “I didn’t know that. If they were this fast in-system, the ships we had then wouldn’t have had much of a chance.”

“That’s one reason we were losing the war,” Cerevare said.

“I didn’t realize that either,” Yuskeya said.

“Back to business, folks,” Rei interjected. “We can debate the failings of the historical record later. Here comes trouble.”

The Chron ships changed course again, coming up behind one of the wormholes and dipping low under the tumbling asteroid field. Their spidery pursuers didn’t seem fooled by the maneuver, following as smoothly as they seemed to do everything.

“Well, this is interesting,” Baden said.

“What?”

“There’s communication between the ships—the Chron and the others. I can’t decrypt it, but the comm scan is picking up data bursts between them.”

“If you could figure it out—even what they’re doing, not necessarily what they’re saying—then we might be able to communicate with the station,” I said. “Do what you can.”

Baden grinned. “And if I could figure out the content, too, we might be a whole lot closer to knowing what’s going on here.”

“That might be considered unethical,” I said. “So I’m definitely not telling you to do that.”

His fingers were already stuttering over the console. “Well, I’ll just tell you if I pick up on anything by accident.”

“You do that.”

“Sit tight, folks,” Rei said suddenly.

I glanced up at the screen and saw something I’d been hoping I wouldn’t. The energy weapons in the front ends of some of the dark ships had begun to glow. Golden sparks vibrated between the protrusions, swelling to a globe of crackling energy.

Despite Rei’s warning, Cerevare leapt to her feet. “No!” she gasped. “Don’t destroy another one!”

A blast of yellow light flashed out from the long arms of one dark ship, but petered out short of a Chron vessel. It leapt forward in a renewed burst of speed.

“Cerevare, sit down,” I ordered. “If we have to move fast, you could get thrown around.”

The Lobor nodded and sat down, but her lupine face was taut with dismay. She balled her furred hands in her lap, never taking her eyes from the screen.

Baden flashed her a grin over his shoulder. “Hang in there, Cerevare. I’m beginning to think Chron ships are not as rare as we thought they were.”

Her ears twitched, and she took a deep breath. “You may be right about that.”

“I think we’re in trouble here,” Rei said. “They’re coming straight at us.”

Maybe sticking around hadn’t been my best idea ever. “Get around to the other side of the station. We definitely want to avoid any crossfire.”

The Tane Ikai wheeled suddenly under Rei’s guidance and shot back the way we had come, making for the relative shelter of the other side of the station.

“Merde!” Rei hissed. “I can’t do this. They’re changing course again.”

The alien ships were engaged in a wild dance of bursts and thrusters, the Chron apparently trying to shake their pursuers, who likewise jockeyed for position to take more shots with the energy weapons.

“Try to keep us out of their way,” I said. “It’s getting too dangerous. They’re coming too close. Forget everything except keeping us clear.”

“Easier said than done,” she muttered.

Their trajectory had brought them gradually closer to the dark station. It was impossible to anticipate which way they’d veer next.

“I think their real target must be the station,” Hirin said. “The Chron ships. It can’t be coincidence that they’re coming this close. They’ve got a whole system to escape into if they wanted to.”

One of the dark ships fired again, missing by a narrow margin as the Chron veered up and around one of the nine large spikes pointing to the wormholes like crazed weather vanes. Its two pursuers split up, one staying on the Chron’s tail while the other tried to circle around and catch the intruder between them.

“Sure is interesting to watch someone else’s battle strategy, isn’t it?” Baden said lightly, and Maja shot him a disapproving frown. She plainly didn’t think it was the time for humour. He subsided, chastened. I was amazed.

“Luta,” Rei said, and I knew instantly that it was serious, because she never, ever called me anything but “Captain” when we were on duty, “Luta, we’d better be ready with defenses if necessary. We can’t outrun them now because I can’t predict when we might suddenly be right in their path.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Yuskeya, give us full shields. Hirin, be ready on the weapons system and share control with my board. Viss, priorities for power are shields, burst drive and maneuvering jets, and then weapons.”

Rei had called it not a moment too soon, because several things happened in far less time than it takes to tell it.

One of the Chron ships pulled a sharp, unexpected turn that must have left anyone inside it lightheaded, and made straight for the main torus of the station. The defenders, apparently taken by surprise, moved to follow, the energy weapons glowing brighter as they powered up again. The Chron ship gained a little distance on them.

It fired two torpedo-like missiles straight at the torus that formed the heart of the station. These weren’t little flash-pack torps like Jahelia Sord had lobbed at us. These were heavy weapons, and they hurtled straight at their target.

“Kristos!” someone said. We were all probably thinking it. If the station blew up now, we were so close that we’d be pummelled by a shockwave of debris that could rip straight through us.

Two of the dark pursuers fired on the attacking Chron. Both missed again as their target spun and dived. The Chron torpedoes reached the torus, and I tensed, nails digging into the armrests of the chair, preparing for the impact, the explosion. And whatever would happen to us, caught like a fly in a spiderweb.

“Captain Paixon, what the hell is going on up there? Are we in a dogfight?” Jahelia Sord’s voice demanded over the comm. I felt a brief flash of guilt—I should have told her to secure herself somehow. She could have been thrown around with all our maneuvering. But I had honestly forgotten all about her.

“Sord, brace for impact!” was all I had time for.

The torps slid, smooth as a knife into butero, into the dark, gelatinous skin of the station. Simply disappeared. No impact, no detonation, nothing. I looked up at the screen in time to see that Chron ship making for the nearest wormhole, the two spidery ships in close pursuit.

“That was—” I started, but I didn’t get to finish.

His comrades both fired on the station in quick succession.

Someone, maybe Maja, shouted—a brief, inarticulate cry of alarm. Movement on one of the screens caught my eye. I turned just in time to see one of the shorter black spikes of the station snake out toward the Tane Ikai like an enormous, outstretched tentacle, and envelop us in its shadowy grasp.

 

 

 


Chapter 21 – Luta
In the Belly of the Beast

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“ALL DRIVES HAVE shut down,” Viss yelled over the ship’s comm. “Captain, what’s happening?”

“Unknown,” I told him in a voice I knew sounded shaky. “Don’t try to restart the drives. We don’t know what’s happening. Come up with the rest of us and use the auxiliary console here.”

The viewscreens had all gone black, showing nothing outside the ship. The power stayed on, the soft hum of life-support a comforting background drone. The ship seemed to be moving. Not normal drive-powered motion. It felt like we were being carried, a gentle swaying reminiscent of long-buried childhood memories. Pleasant, really. Only it wasn’t supposed to feel like that on a far trader.

I still gripped the arms of the chair, and I realized my nails were actually hurting from digging in to the fabric. Deliberately, I relaxed my hands. Everyone else had a tight grip on something, too. Uppermost in my mind was the Stillwell—was this what it was like inside that ship? Alive, but blind and deaf to everything outside, cut off from everything? My stomach clenched in another sudden wave of nausea, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with mutant cells or errant bioscavengers. It felt like pure fear.

“As soon as we stop moving, I want everyone in an EVA suit,” I ordered.

“Are we going somewhere, Captain?”

“I don’t know, Baden, but I’d like to be prepared. Get a suit to Jahelia Sord, too. Maja, you’re in charge of that as soon as you have yours on.”

We stopped. Everyone moved for the EVA lockers.

The ship’s comm crackled loudly, and I jumped. Jahelia Sord’s voice filled the bridge. “Godsdammit, what’s happening, Captain? Are we in trouble?”

“I’m sending an EVA suit to your quarters, Sord. Put it on. That’s all I can say for now.”

“If the ship is in danger, I have a right—”

“I said, not now.” I signalled to Baden to cut her off, and he leaned over the comm panel.

Viss’s pounding feet echoed down the metal decking, and Gerazan was right behind him. They slowed when they reached the bridge, and Viss spoke in a low voice, without preamble. “Captain, we have a plan?” He carried one of the EVA suits from engineering over one arm and sat in the empty skimchair at the auxiliary engineering console to begin pulling it on. Gerazan had brought one, too, and immediately crossed to Rei, sitting beside her.

“No plan yet,” I answered Viss. An eerie silence filled the bridge, and I found myself almost whispering. “We’re playing by ear. But I’m not prepared to sit around very long, waiting to see what happens.”

“Good. Sitting around isn’t my strong point, either.” He bent to secure the boots of his suit.

It took a few minutes to suit up. Baden and Maja checked each other’s suits, and then Maja left with one for Sord. Gerazan and Rei checked each other as well, and the rest of us paired up. I’m not certain whose suit I checked; my mind was dangerously distracted, running through possible plans of action. We had flux lasers and a few other goodies in the weapons locker, not counting whatever personal ordnance the crew had in their quarters, which was likely not inconsiderable. The ship’s weapons systems were offline. With the drives shut down by an unknown, outside force, we were pretty much at the mercy of that force, with only our own wits to rely on.

I didn’t like this at all. If this was the situation inside the Stillwell, and had been for days, they’d probably all have gone mad and killed each other by now.

The comm board lit up.

“Incoming message,” Baden said.

“Put it on the ship’s comm, Baden. Let’s all listen.”

The voice was smooth and uninflected, strangely accented and genderless. Completely intelligible, though. “We apologize for any inconvenience. We have removed your ship from possible harm. Please make yourselves comfortable, and a representative will meet with you shortly.”

I glanced around at the others. Viss raised an eyebrow, and Hirin shrugged. The voice went on.

“The environment in the urgulat immediately surrounding your ship has been adjusted to meet the survival requirements of your species. Please feel free to leave your vessel. At this time you will find only the rearmost airlock hatchway is operable. If you have any immediate concerns or requests, please respond on this wave.”

Hirin said, “Well, at least they’re polite.”

“Politely laying down the law,” Baden observed.

“What’s an urgulat?” asked Maja.

I shrugged. “Good question. This station, I’d guess. Maybe they don’t know our word for it.”

“They seem to have a reasonable handle on the language,” Yuskeya said. “It’s older, more formal Esper, but clear enough.”

“I’d like to take them up on that offer to look around,” Viss said, getting up from his skimchair. “Captain?”

I held up a hand. “We’re not all getting off the Tane Ikai at once. Viss, you and Yuskeya come with me. Hirin, you have the chair. Everyone sit tight, and monitor us on the suit mics and cameras.”

Hirin opened his mouth as if he’d protest, but then closed it and merely nodded.

Someone else, however, did have something to say. Gerazan Soto stood to stiff attention and said formally, “Commander Blue, I’d like permission to ask you something.”

If Yuskeya was surprised, her voice didn’t show it. “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

He kept his eyes trained directly on Yuskeya when he spoke. “With all due respect to Captain Paixon, we’re now in contact with a previously unknown alien species. Shouldn’t the Protectorate assume control and follow protocols for this situation?”

In my peripheral vision I saw Rei shoot him a look that was—less than friendly. Viss muttered something I didn’t catch. Angry words sparked on my own tongue, but I bit down on them. I’d let Yuskeya handle this. She seemed to take a moment to consider his words.

“Lieutenant Soto, you’re quite right,” she said finally.

Shock stole anything I might have said in that second. Someone made a gasp of surprise. Fortunately, Yuskeya continued without pausing.

“Or you would be, if we were still in Nearspace. However, we’re not, and so I don’t believe the Protectorate has any jurisdiction to override Captain Paixon’s command. I am assigned to her crew, under her, and I’m not about to usurp her authority. You, however, are still under my command. Does that answer your question?”

His gaze didn’t waver. “Yes, Commander. Thank you.”

Rei let out a little huff of what sounded like annoyance. Hirin raised his eyebrows at me but didn’t say anything. I merely said, “Now that that’s cleared up, let’s go.”

The three of us headed for the rear airlock. Viss and Yuskeya hadn’t said anything to each other, but I thought I could trust them to do their jobs.

Yuskeya paused when we passed the weapons locker. “Weapons?”

I hesitated. “I don’t know. It’s one of those, ‘if they wanted us dead we’d already be breathing vacuum’ scenarios. They had their chance to take us out—probably more than one while we were puttering around the station. And we’re still here. I don’t want to insult them.”

“I’d rather insult them than be unprepared,” Viss said.

“Okej, we’ll compromise. You two take weapons, and I’ll go unarmed. That should cover our bases.”

They pulled plasma rifles from the locker, giving each a quick, efficient check before we hurried on to the airlock.

“Helmets?” Viss asked when we reached the outer door.

“As a precaution,” I said with a nod. “Let’s be sure these folks know what the ‘survival requirements’ of our species are before we try to breathe the air out there.”

So we fastened on our helmets, ran through one more EVA check with each other, and pushed the button to open the airlock. When it cycled through with us inside, I nodded to Viss, and he opened the other door to let us out.

We stood for a long moment in the hatchway, staring out at the inside of the station.

“Sankta merde!” Viss breathed, his voice low over the interior helmet speaker.

I don’t know what I had expected—judging from the gelatinous exterior of the station, something equally surreal, I suppose. Instead, it bore a striking resemblance to docking bays all over Nearspace. Solid floors and walls, cables and wires snaking in unfathomable coils, miscellaneous equipment and tools pushed off to the sides out of the way.

The only strange element was that it was entirely black. Everything was black—some shade between charcoal and ebony. Some surfaces were matte and some reflective; various textures caught the light as we moved, finally, out of the hatchway of the ship. But the colour scheme had ostensibly been devised by someone of little imagination or colour perception. Light shone from the ceiling to illuminate the bay, long glowing strips running the length of the room. The light wasn’t hot, like the high pressure sodium lights on the Tane Ikai; it had a more muted feel, like phosphorescence.

Yuskeya had her datamed out, taking readings. “They got that part right, at any rate. Seventy-nine percent nitrogen, twenty percent oxygen, one percent a mix of other little goodies, none of which will harm us. Pressure’s right, too, one kilogram per square centimeter, and the gravity feels pretty much like home. I’d say it’s safe to take off the helmets.”

So we did, while we walked a little way from the ship in order to turn and look back at her. There wasn’t much to see. Only the rear wall of the hull was visible, the rest of the ship still enveloped in the black, jelly-like substance that made up the exterior of the station. I imagined it letting go of the ship with a sucking noise and oozing into the shape of one of those long spikes. I wasn’t sure I trusted any material that acted that way.

Viss strode to the nearest wall and touched it with a tentative, gloved finger. “More solid than it appears,” he observed. He inspected his glove as if he expected some of the material to have rubbed off on it, but he held it up so we could see that none had. He pressed a palm flat against it. “There’s the slightest give. I feel like if I pushed hard enough, my hand would go inside.”

“How about you don’t press that hard,” Yuskeya suggested in a terse voice, not taking her eyes off her datamed screen.

Before Viss could answer her, the “representative” appeared. I say “appeared” advisedly—it was only a hologram or something akin to that, and it sprang into existence a mere foot or so from Yuskeya. She’d been intent on her readings and stumbled sideways, tripping on one of the cables. Viss automatically put out a hand to steady her.

“Thanks,” she whispered without looking at him.

He nodded gravely, even though she couldn’t see him, and said nothing.

“Are your crew and vessel unharmed?” the hologram alien asked politely, in unexpectedly intelligible Esper.

I couldn’t answer right away. If the hologram offered an accurate representation of the species that had created this station and the spidery ships, they were intriguing. They reminded me of crows.

I shouldn’t say that, I suppose, because it gives the wrong impression. The hologram stood at least five feet tall, so size did not enter into it. It was the long, beak-like mouth—the only accurate way to describe it was as a beak, although it was paler than a crow’s usually dark one. Then there was the sleek head covered in what resembled black feathers. The small, round, dark eyes, constraining a rampant brightness as it regarded us.

A long, camel-coloured robe with a rolled collar that wrapped around its throat also concealed the rest of the body. My imagination, rightly or wrongly, supplied furled wings and splayed, birdlike feet beneath. The creature must have hands, but somehow I couldn’t envision them. There was no apparent way to discern gender.

“We’re fine, thank you,” I finally breathed.

“You may speak my name as Fha,” the hologram said. “And how are you called?”

“Captain Luta Paixon,” I said. “These are my crewmates, Commander Blue and Engineer Feron. How can you—why can we understand you so well?”

“We have not yet had many dealings with the inhabitants of the linked systems you call Nearspace,” it said, “and those we have had were a long time past. But we still retain a database of language. We welcome you here, although the circumstances are unfortunate.”

Not many dealings? I thought, but didn’t say. I nodded. “We apologize for entering this system without invitation or warning. We were stranded—”

The holographic crow nodded. “Our vessel had advised us of your proximity to the wormhole. We apologize for the delay in communicating with you when you arrived in this system. There was some debate over whether contact would be in your best interests or not.”

“Well, you’ve certainly made contact now,” Viss muttered.

“Yes, the incursion of the <garbled> made it unavoidable.” Fha sighed. “I suppose it was inevitable, since they seek to involve you in their plans again.”

I glanced at Viss and Yuskeya, who both shrugged minutely. “I’m sorry, I didn’t understand what you said. The what?”

It cocked its head at me in a very birdlike manner. “You call them Chron, I believe.”

I thought fast. “We’re anxious to know anything you can tell us about that species. They attacked Nearspace a long time ago—”

“We know,” it said, beak bobbing. “We stopped them.”

The calm statement almost stopped my breathing. I heard Viss or Yuskeya—possibly both of them—gasp behind me. These aliens were responsible for the abrupt end of the Chron War so many years ago?

“Then,” I finally stammered, “I suppose I should thank you. By all accounts, we were losing that war when the Chron disappeared.”

“You are most welcome,” the crow-like being said. “If it would be of interest to you, I can make available to you our database of information on that species.”

“That would be wonderful,” I told the alien, thinking of Cerevare’s face when she found out about the offer.

“I should explain,” the alien said, “that it is merely the restrictions of biology which prevent me from speaking with you in person. Our atmospheric requirements are too different to permit a physical conversation. I will convert the data into a form usable by you and have it delivered to your ship.”

“Can you help us return to Nearspace?” I hadn’t meant to ask it so bluntly, but all other considerations aside, it was the one thing I had to know as quickly as possible.

It hesitated. “I hope so. The circumstances are . . . unsettled at the moment. Would it be agreeable for you to remain here for a period of time?”

“There are other, urgent matters I would like to discuss with you,” I said, thinking of the dark-shrouded Stillwell. “And reasons why we must return to Nearspace as soon as possible. We can stay for only a short time.”

The alien nodded. “I will gather the data, and we will assess the situation. May I appear in this form in your vessel if need be?”

“Certainly.”

“Then I will return soon. As you say, gis la revido, Captain.” It inclined its head, and I had an instant to realize that it did not have glossy feathers, but a gelatinous-looking skin, almost like that of the station. And then the hologram was gone.

Viss, Yuskeya, and I regarded one another. “Suddenly I don’t feel so much like exploring,” Viss said.

I nodded. “Let’s see what the others make of this.” I knew they’d been able to see and hear over the suit cams and mics, but no-one on the bridge had said a word over the comm.

So we left the long, black bay and headed for the bridge of the Tane Ikai, and when I walked into it a few minutes later I thought that it had never been so comfortingly familiar.

 

“SO, CAPTAIN, DO we trust these crows? And how the hell do they know Esper?” Rei seemed her irrepressible self when we entered the bridge, although I noticed that Gerazan wasn’t sitting next to her as he usually did. He’d taken the chair at the auxiliary engineering console.

So Rei had the same first impression of their appearance. “I’m inclined to trust them for now, but let’s not call them ‘crows’. I don’t want to offend them.”

“How about ‘Corvids’?” asked Viss. “The genus is Corvus and there are numerous species, but generally the crows and their cousins—ravens, jackdaws—they’re known as Corvids.”

The things that man knew. Always surprising me.

“Corvids it is, then, for now,” I said. “Unless and until they correct us or tell us what they call themselves. As to how they know Esper . . . I hope that’s one of the things they’ll explain to us later.” I paused, then continued. “But yes, I think I do trust them. It was only a hologram, I know, but I didn’t get any kind of bad feeling from it. And if they really did stop the Chron—”

“We have only their word for that,” Hirin reminded me. “For any of it, really.”

“I know but—Viss, Yuskeya? You were out there. What do you think?”

Their replies were forestalled by the quiet eruption through one of the starwise walls of a thin black tentacle. It deposited a datachip on the nearest board and disappeared through the hull wall, making only the slightest sucking noise. It left no trace or indication of its passing.

“Whoa,” Baden said.

Nobody else said a word.

“I suppose,” I said finally, “this is the datachip our hologram host, Fha, offered to share with us. About the Chron.” I walked over and picked it up. It replicated a regular datachip, although the surface held an odd sheen, as if it was wet, but it wasn’t. “Cerevare, I guess this is for you.”

The Lobor historian took it from my outstretched hand like someone in a dream. “Thank you, Captain. Do you think . . . I mean . . . do you think it’s safe to use it?”

I fetched a deep breath and let it escape in a sigh. “From what we’ve seen here so far, I think these Corvids could snuff us out any time they wanted to. Luckily for us, they don’t seem to want to. So I’m betting that datachip is as safe to use as any of ours.”

“In that case—if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go to my quarters and start reviewing it.” Her lupine face was as close to grinning as it could get.

“Let us know what you find,” I said. “So, what do people think? What impression did you get from the holo?”

“I’m inclined to give them the benefit of the doubt,” Viss said. “If only because, as you’ve said, they haven’t taken any of their many opportunities to do us harm.”

Rei nodded. “I agree. But I want to know more about what they’re doing here with this station, in this system. And more about their dealings with the Chron. And how they know our language.”

I almost laughed. “Start making a list.”

Two things happened then. Jahelia Sord signalled from her room, and a medical alarm went off from First Aid. Yuskeya hurried off to see to her patient, and I took the call from Sord on the ship’s comm.

“I noticed that things got pretty quiet, all of a sudden,” she said. She spoke most of the time in a practiced monotone, although sometimes she drawled her words almost mockingly.

“We’re at a . . . station,” I told her. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be here. But there’s no apparent danger at this point.”

She chuckled humourlessly. “I wasn’t worried about danger,” she said. “I was simply curious.” She broke the connection.

I shook my head. For the amount of trouble she was in, she didn’t act worried enough. At some point, I had to confront her about how she could work for PrimeCorp, doing the obviously illegal things they asked of her, but there certainly hadn’t been an opportunity yet. And I was afraid I wouldn’t like her reasons—maybe even afraid they’d make sense to me. Hirin and I had been through tough times, when jobs with questionable ethics but good money had been tempting. But I couldn’t worry about that now.

Yuskeya’s voice came over the comm. “Captain, can I see you in First Aid?”

I crossed the bridge and went through Sensors to the sickbay. Yuskeya waited at the door, her face grave.

“I’m sorry, Captain. Chen has died.”

Sad news, but not entirely surprising. “Can you isolate the cause?”

“Another fever, a bad one, and the meds couldn’t control it. I had him in a medi-wrap trying to cool him down physically, but it wasn’t enough. He slipped deeper into the coma and . . . didn’t wake up.”

She watched me, clearly wondering how I’d take the news.

“Thanks, Yuskeya. I know you did all you could for him. We’ll have to put the body down in one of the cargo pods and refrigerate it until we get to Nearspace. I don’t—I don’t want to jettison the body here, even after we leave the station.”

“I know. I feel the same way. Will you tell Gerazan, or do you want me to do it?”

I wasn’t feeling particularly enamoured of Gerazan Soto at the moment, but I knew there’d been nothing personal in what he’d said to Yuskeya. “I’ll go and tell everyone now. They’re all on the bridge, except for Cerevare.”

I steeled myself as I returned to the bridge to tell the others. I’d have to be careful to avoid meeting Hirin’s eyes. I knew the depth of worry I’d see reflected there would be matched only by my own.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 22 – Luta
Through a Glass, Darkly

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFTER I TOLD them about Chen’s death, I set the crew to checking the ship for damage or anything untoward. We couldn’t scan beyond the ship and the docking bay in which it sat, but we could hardly complain about that. We were, apparently, safely out of harm’s way—at least for now.

At least, the ship was. As soon as everyone was busy, I went to my quarters to have a nap. I didn’t tell anyone that was my plan. As I broke the news to the others about Chen’s death, fatigue hit me like a flash-pack torp hitting an ice cream cone. I was glad I’d sat in the big chair before I told them. Gerazan Soto took it hard, as I’d expected he would. I watched Rei, her momentary irritation with him faded, cross to the chair where he sat and slip an arm around his shoulders. His jaw tightened, and his eyes glistened with unshed tears. He was now the sole survivor of the Domtaw—possibly the sole survivor of the two ships the Protectorate had sent into the unknown system, if the Stillwell was not merely in some kind of stasis. That was a heavy burden of guilt for anyone to carry. He nodded gravely when I told him my plan to preserve Chen’s body until we made it back to Nearspace.

“Captain—I hope there are no hard feelings about what I said earlier. It wasn’t anything to do with you personally.”

“I know. It’s all right.” I found my own annoyance had fled as well. I had bigger things to worry about.

I assigned Gerazan to help Viss in checking over the ship, thinking it would be good for him to have something useful to do. He accepted the job without hesitation.

And then I excused myself and made my way down the corridor to the quarters Hirin and I shared. I stopped at the head on the way there and drew a shallow basin of water to rinse my face. I’m feeling all of my eighty-four years at once. It seemed that as long as I kept moving, crisis to crisis, I could manage. But any sort of lull, and the fatigue crashed in on me, threatening to bear me down under its weight.

My hands shook as I scooped up water, splattering the narrow rim around the sink and the floor below it. I hadn’t mentioned the aches and trembles in my arms and legs to anyone, not even Yuskeya. She was sure to tell Hirin, and he was already worried enough. It wasn’t difficult to find regular pain meds in First Aid; I knew the brand names on the injectors, even if I’d never needed them myself before. And dosing was merely a matter of reading the labels. Before long she’d surely notice her supplies running low, but I’d deal with that confrontation when it came.

I closed my eyes and dragged more water over my face, relaxing into the cool, soothing tingle of it against my skin. I repeated the motion until the tremor in my hands abated, then rested them on the rim of the sink. I let my head droop toward the water, feeling the delicious stretch in my neck muscles. Maybe Yuskeya and mother’s software were wrong, and I could put most of this down to stress. We were stranded in an unknown system surrounded by hostile and unknown aliens, after all. That could take a toll on anyone.

Drip, drop, plop. The water I’d splashed dripped over the edge of the sink and onto the floor. I’d apparently made quite a mess. I sighed and opened my eyes. Better clean it up.

The bright red droplets diffusing in the basin told a different story. Not water dripping. Blood—my blood—splashing steadily from my nose into the water. I watched, mesmerized, as the colour swirled and fanned through the water like a red silk scarf floating lazily in a breeze. I grabbed for tissue and crammed it against my nose, checking in the mirror to make sure none had stained my t-shirt. That would be difficult to hide. It was clean. The shakes came back and I had to use both hands to hold the wad of tissue in place. My legs chose that moment to tremble as well, and I sat down heavily on the toilet, forcing myself to lean forward and pinch the bridge of my nose with shaking fingers. Our son, Karro, had suffered frequent nosebleeds as a child, so I knew the drill. I counted seconds, forcing myself to go slowly and breathing shallowly through my mouth. Sixty. Then sixty more. Three more times, for five minutes.

I pulled away the tissue, grimacing as it tore, shreds stuck to my face with thick, dark clots. Threw the handful in the recycler, gingerly released the bridge of my nose. The flow seemed to have stopped. I released the water in the basin and drew fresh, repeating the motions of cleansing my face, but with a distinct purpose now. The water was a deep pink by the time my face was clean again.

Forcing myself to take deep, calming breaths, I concentrated on tidying away every drop of water and scrap of tissue. When the head was spotless again, I regarded myself in the mirror. I looked pretty much as usual. A little flushed, perhaps, as if I’d just finished a mild tae-ga-chi workout. I ran my hands through my hair, combing it with my fingers, which no longer shook. I thought I was presentable enough to open the door.

“What’s wrong with you?” I whispered to myself in the mirror before I left the room.

But the mirror had no answer.

 

DESPITE THE NOSEBLEED episode, or perhaps because of it, I fell into my bed and slept for two solid hours. I’d been on the bridge only a few minutes, getting progress reports that basically said not much of anything had happened, when a Corvid reappeared.

The hologram sprang to life on the bridge, close to Rei’s pilot board. It gave her more of a start than she’d admit to later.

“You have suffered a loss,” the crow-like being began. “We sympathize.”

It was still wrapped in the same burlap-coloured robe, all but the head and what might be considered a neck hidden by its folds. Was it Fha, the same creature that had spoken to us before? It was impossible to tell. The appearance and voice seemed identical, so I was inclined to think it was. The more intriguing question was, how did they know about Chen’s death? They must have a way of monitoring us, the same way we’d identified the scientists on the operant moon. I hoped that was all it was.

I decided to risk calling it by name. “Thank you, Fha. It is, I’m afraid, another reason our return to Nearspace grows more imperative.”

It didn’t correct me, so it must indeed be Fha. It nodded, beak-like mouth bobbing up and down. “We understand. I have data to share that may affect your decision.” I had the impression of movement beneath the cloak, but no hands or wings appeared.

“May I ask a question, first?”

“Of course.”

I had to phrase this diplomatically. “The other ship that was in the system with us—it was encased in a dark field. We couldn’t contact them or scan the vessel. Are they—will they be—”

Fha nodded. “They are perfectly safe. The stasis field was for their protection—I am only sorry we could not protect the other ship in the same manner. It will dissipate over time—not overly long by your standards. They will be confused, but unharmed.”

I let out a long sigh, relieved. “Thank you.”

Fha nodded. “Now, have you studied the information on the species you call Chron?”

“Not all of us, but our expert is still reviewing it. She will explain it to the rest of us.”

“Efficient,” Fha noted. “I will, then, tell you only what is necessary to understand the current situation.”

Another hologram appeared in the air above the Corvid’s head, and it took me a few minutes to realize what I was seeing. A wormhole, represented from the outside. It looked like a pencil stuck through several layers of paper or cardboard.

“The Chron discovered their first wormhole at about the same time as your species did,” the Corvid said, “but their reaction was very different. Instead of seeking out new worlds to colonize peacefully, they went in search of conquest. It is an old tale, oft repeated. Some beings cannot stand the thought of being less than foremost among all they encounter.

“When they discovered a wormhole into our space, we realized quickly that they were not interested in peaceful coexistence or economic relations. We were so different from them that they actually seemed indifferent to communicating with us—in fact, they viewed us as . . . prey.” Fha shrugged as if shaking off the unpleasant thought. “They declared war, not so much formally as by an immediate attempt to exterminate us. Their technology was inferior, however, and they quickly abandoned their hostilities. We were happy and relieved to see them go.”

“If it’s not impolite to ask—what should we call your species?” I asked when Fha paused.

The beak-like mouth opened and closed in a staccato rhythm—the equivalent of laughter? “Your own term for us—Corvids—is perfectly acceptable. And I, should you be wondering, am one of the females of my people.”

I felt my face flush slightly. Had my unspoken question been so obvious? I merely said, “Thank you.”

“They left us with an ethical dilemma,” Fha continued. “Could we stand quietly by and allow them to find other species and perpetrate the same aggressions? After much consideration and debate, it was decided that we were morally constrained to try and stop the Chron.”

She swung her head side to side sorrowfully, dark eyes troubled, beak low. “We were regrettably slow in reaching this decision, and the Chron had already found your Nearspace and begun systematically attacking you. By the time we stopped them, you had suffered greatly.

“We found this system, a ‘hub’ system which the Chron used to travel to various others. Several natural wormholes converged here, and we configured several others—”

“Pardon me,” Viss interjected in his politest voice, “did you say ‘configured’ wormholes? As in, constructed them?”

The Corvid nodded. “It is not a simple technology to manipulate, and the resource costs are extremely high. We were also fearful that it might fall into Chron hands, as some of our other technology did. But there seemed little choice. We established this station and others, and the attendant guardian asteroid fields, to keep the Chron contained within systems they already controlled.”

“I can’t imagine they were too happy about that,” Hirin said.

“An understatement,” the Corvid agreed with a bob of her head. “It was during this time also that we sent data-collecting drones into your Nearspace, and learned much about your several species. That is why we appear proficient with your language. It is actually being filtered through a database and translated as we speak—but it allows a comfortable semblance of conversation.”

“But it’s been a century and a half since our Chron War,” Baden noted. “Surely you haven’t been holding them off while they hammered away at this system all that time?”

“Fortunately, no. They’ve had other things to concern them in that time, notably a schism in their society between the warlike sects and more peaceful ones—although we have been unable to learn many specifics. That set them back decades.”

“But now?” I asked. “From what we’ve seen, they seem to be on the offensive again. And after so long, why are they apparently breaking through your defenses?”

“They certainly are on the offensive. Despite their setbacks, they have not stood still in the development of technology. They are not content to stay within the systems they currently control. They have become more adept at using algorithms to calculate and navigate a path through the asteroid fields, as well as developing a stealth mechanism so they can sneak through the wormholes.”

“Why not simply destroy the wormholes that lead out of their systems?” Rei asked bluntly. “Cut them off, seal them in, and forget about them?”

Fha’s beak fluttered again in what might have been a Corvid smile. “Destroying wormholes is not as easy as you might think. We can disable them temporarily—you saw that when our ship fired on the renegade Chron who was trying to reach your Nearspace.”

I sat forward. “You mean the damage to that wormhole is temporary?”

She nodded. “In relative terms. It will revert to its previous state naturally, usually within—” she paused, then finished, “three to five of your years.”

My heart sank. Three to five years! PrimeCorp could harm Mother in a matter of days, much less years—if they hadn’t already done so. I shied away from that thought. As for me and my condition—I shuddered, remembering my earlier nosebleed. I was quite certain I’d be dead long before that wormhole was in working order. I forced myself to nod. “I see.”

“So it is a temporary solution, and there is another reason that is more—mysterious,” the Corvid went on. “We cannot explain it, at least not yet. When a wormhole—a naturally occurring one—is disrupted, we have found that another one will soon appear, connecting the same two systems as the original. Its endpoints may be a great distance from the originals, but there it will stay, as stable as the first one was, for as long as it is needed. When the original wormhole is restored, the replacement will, after a time, dissipate. It is as if some fundamental balance in the cosmos must be restored and maintained.”

Hope surged again. “So a new wormhole could open at any time between Nearspace and the system where we were stranded?”

The Corvid nodded gravely. “Yes. But it may be difficult or nearly impossible to find, and there is no way to predict precisely when it will appear.”

I sighed. “Okej. So you can’t seal the Chron into their systems. What do you think they’re after now?”

She shrugged. “More of the same, we imagine. They reject all attempts on our part to communicate with them. Their initial forays into this system, and their attempts to break through into others, intensified recently.”

I glanced over at Hirin and caught his eye. He cocked an eyebrow. Had the Protectorate scientists, mucking around on the artifact moon, somehow turned the eyes of the Chron toward Nearspace once again?

“I fear that difficult times may lie ahead for us, and for others,” the Corvid said.

“I’m certain you’ll find the inhabitants of Nearspace to be allies,” I said, “but is there any way to forestall another war before it begins?”

“If there is, we have not been able to find it,” she said. “We cannot indefinitely keep them from leaving their systems, if we cannot destroy the wormholes, and they do not wish to be confined. The only thing that has restrained them this long is the schism in their society—should the two sides reunite with a shared agenda of conquest, or should the warlike Chron find other allies, we would not be able to stop them.”

“Is that likely?” Hirin asked.

Fha raised her shoulders and dropped them in a very human shrug. “We do not know. We have had little contact even with the peaceful ones. They are—mistrustful at best.”

“Which is why you thought we’d be safer staying here,” Viss said.

The Corvid nodded. “We felt obliged to offer you our protection, since it was the actions of one of our ships that severed your means of returning home directly.”

“But we can’t stay here,” I said. “We need to return to Nearspace as quickly as possible. For many reasons, as well as warning others about the impending threat of the Chron.”

“In addition to which, the Captain is ill and needs special medical attention,” Yuskeya added.

I threw her a reproachful frown, but she ignored me.

Fha regarded me with a keen eye. “We have limited knowledge of your physiology, so I am afraid we could be of little assistance in that regard.”

Rei continued my initial thought. “But can you help us get back to Nearspace?” she asked impatiently. “Everything hinges on that, and so far, well, you haven’t been very encouraging in that department.”

The Corvid regarded her unblinkingly. “I cannot get you there,” she said finally. “But I can show you a way. Whether or not you choose to take it is up to you.”

The holographic image of the wormhole that had been suspended above her head disappeared, and a starmap took its place. The configuration was completely unfamiliar to me, and extremely complex, showing numerous systems linked by wormholes. There were more systems than in all of Nearspace, and I felt a sudden insignificance.

A series of three wormhole skips blinked green, and my heart sank.

“Three skips?” Hirin asked, trying, I could tell, to sound optimistic. “That might not be too bad, if the in-system travel times are reasonable. This is the most direct route?”

“It is not the most direct,” the Corvid said, “but slightly less dangerous than the most direct. I still have mixed feelings about the propriety of even offering this as a possibility. Because,” she said, and the middle two systems in the route changed to slowly blink red, “it will take you directly through a sector of Chron space. Which makes it difficult for me to calculate your chances of survival.”

 

 


Chapter 23 – Jahelia
Zelendu and Jousting

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I LET MYSELF drop into my chair, my hands falling from the screen where I’d been furiously typing all I’d heard over my eavesdropping rig—which consisted of Pita, in my datapad, patched into the bridge comm system.

“Sankta merde, Pita, did you hear all that?” I subvocalized into the throat touch mic.

“That they’re going into Chron space? Yeah, I heard it. I can’t believe we went to all that trouble to download me into this thing and bring it aboard, only to end up on a suicide mission.”

I pursed my lips. “I don’t know—we might have a slim chance of survival. Whatever else I might think about Luta Paixon and her crew, they seem to have a knack for getting out of tight situations unscathed.”

“This is not a tight situation.” Pita’s voice sounded dryly amused in my head. “This is a death sentence.”

“Oh, come on. You can’t even die.”

“I feel like I can die,” she retorted. “Doesn’t that amount to the same thing?”

I wasn’t interested in getting into an existential argument with my PAREA AI at the moment. “Anyway, that was only part of what I meant. Did you hear them talking about the tech these crow-things have?” I got up from the chair, pacing the small room. It was killing me that I didn’t know yet what the aliens looked like. All I knew was what I’d overheard from the bridge. “Creating and manipulating wormholes? Static asteroid fields? Can you imagine what some of that would bring in Nearspace? Alin Sedmamin, for one, would literally drool on his great big shiny desk if I told him I could get him tech like that.”

“I didn’t hear the crow make any offer to share that technology,” Pita observed. “In fact, she sounded fairly annoyed that some of it had fallen into Chron hands in the past.”

“Well, I’m obviously not going to ask them for it. But if the opportunity presents itself—”

“Um, and how exactly do you propose to get your hands on any kind of tech or specs? You’re sort of a prisoner here. We’re sort of prisoners here.”

The room was bigger than my sleeping quarters on the Hunter’s Hope, but it felt cramped. Even smaller when you tried to pace inside its confines. I didn’t need Pita to remind me of our situation. It had been less than twenty-four hours since I’d come aboard the Tane Ikai, and I was already starting to chafe at the restraint. At least the news about the Hunter’s Hope was good—if I could return to claim her before someone else decided she was salvage. But that worry could wait. One problem at a time.

“Our situation could change if you could get access to the ship network,” I reminded her. “I didn’t bring you along for your scintillating conversation.”

Her heavy sigh whistled through my brain. “I’m getting there. I think I’m close. There are always vulnerabilities in every system, I just have to find the right one.”

“Keep at it, then.”

“You’re the boss.”

The trouble was I didn’t feel like the boss. I felt completely at the mercy of Paixon and her crew and these aliens and the whims of fate. Helpless, like in those old nightmares. And I hated it.

Shedding my jacket and pushing my chair against the far wall, I moved into the slow, rhythmic movements of a zelendu form. It was much harder to concentrate without the smooth, polished wood of a vazel staff in my hands, but mine had been left behind on the Hunter’s Hope. I chose a form that took only three square feet of floor space, and pulled some of my kicks. Didn’t want to hit a wall and bring someone running to see if I was trying to break out. That thought made me smile. With luck, and Pita’s help, I wouldn’t have to resort to anything so crude. Only halfway through the workout, a knock sounded on the door. I took a quick glance to make sure neither neither Pita nor the room computer would arouse any suspicions, then said, “Come on in.”

“I’ve disengaged the lock, but my hands are full. Can you open it?” said a muffled, female voice.

“Sure thing.”

A woman I hadn’t seen before stood outside the door with a plate of steaming food and a tall, condensation-beaded glass. Her blonde hair had been pulled into a practical ponytail, but the shorter layers had come free and framed her face. I’d put her age around forty, perhaps—although I, of all people, know that appearances can be deceiving. This had to be the captain’s daughter; she certainly wasn’t the Erian pilot. Blue eyes regarded me shrewdly.

“Supper time,” she said, gesturing slightly with the dishes. “Spicy pasta and vegetable paste, nothing fancy, I’m afraid.”

I shrugged. “If someone else cooks it, I’m happy.” I took the plate and glass from her, turned and took the few steps necessary to set them down on the desk. When I turned back, she still stood there, arms crossed, studying me.

“Can I help you with something?”

She tilted her head slightly to the side. “I’m trying to figure you out, honestly.”

I laughed. “Good luck with that. I don’t have myself entirely figured out. Maja, right? Captain’s daughter?”

She nodded and pursed her lips. “I haven’t really decided if I think you’re a criminal, or merely another one of Alin Sedmamin’s pawns,” she said, shifting her weight to lean against the door frame. “Don’t take offense—he fooled me for a long time, too.”

I wondered if she realized how easy it would be for me to take a couple of steps, grab her elbow, and twist. Hit the pressure point that would have her on her knees, gasping and whimpering. Then I could head for the bridge, or anywhere else I wanted on the damn ship. She didn’t seem at all worried. Maybe she knew zelendu too, or warrior chi, or some other hand-to-hand. She looked fit enough. Or maybe she realized I had nowhere to go that would do me any damn good.

“Sedmamin’s pretty easy to read. He wants power first, money second . . . and we didn’t go beyond that in our conversations.” I sat in the desk chair so I wouldn’t be so tempted to knock her unconscious. “I don’t think of myself as a criminal, if that counts for anything.”

“Everyone’s the hero of their own story.” She shrugged. “I do think you’re a user, though. You used Baden to try and get information about Mother.”

“Oh, he told you about that, did he? I wondered if he would.”

“I guess it didn’t mean that much to him,” she said.

“No, Baden’s a big boy. I don’t think he was in any danger of being hurt by little old me.”

“You probably think you’re using Alin Sedmamin, too.”

I smiled. “Between you and me, I don’t like the man. Entirely too slick. But he can talk a good game. I can see how some people would be taken in by him.”

She didn’t rise to the bait. “PrimeCorp’s been in the ‘using people’ business for a long time. Sedmamin has a lot more experience at it than you do.”

That’s what you think. She radiated such smugness, standing there, that suddenly I wanted to hurt her. “Now, Baden Methyr, there’s another slick talker. You think I used him, but it wasn’t like he didn’t—”

“Would you even care if PrimeCorp actually harmed my grandmother? That was the message you brought Mother, wasn’t it?”

The abrupt change of topic caught me off guard. I almost said No, I wouldn’t care, in fact I’d be damn happy about it since she ruined my father’s life. To say nothing of mine. But I didn’t. I swallowed those words, smiled, and said, “Isn’t Baden Methyr kind of young for you? But then, I read in your mother’s file that you were a teacher. Maybe you like them young.”

She was good, I’ll give her that. She didn’t flinch. She narrowed her eyes a little and nodded slowly, like she was talking to herself. “You know, I can see how angry you are. It practically lights up the air around you. I can see it, because that was me, for a long, long time. But I don’t know what your anger’s about.”

I blew out an exaggerated sigh. “Well, Maja, as much fun as this has been, I’m really not sure what it is you want from me. My supper’s getting cold, and that will make me angry. So unless you have a point to make . . .” I raised my eyebrows at her.

“Nope, that’s all,” she said, straightening. “I’m sure we’ll talk again. Enjoy your supper.”

She shut the door, and I heard the plasma bar click into place, locking me in. Her footsteps retreated on the metal decking, unhurried. Our verbal jousting hadn’t made her run off crying, that was for sure.

I stared at the plate of pasta for a long moment, fighting the urge to pick up the whole mess and hurl it at the wall. Angry? Damn right, I was angry. I was angry at Emmage Mahane, I was angry at smarmy Alin Sedmamin, I was angry at the stupid aliens who’d put me in this situation. I was angry at everyone on this ship. I was even angry at my poor, dead father, who’d made bad decisions and kept too many secrets when he was alive and left me to deal with them when he was gone.

I closed my eyes and drew in a long, slow breath, pursed my lips, and blew it out again. Breathe. Repeat. Breathe. Why had I even engaged with the woman? So far, I thought I’d held the upper hand in every conversation I’d had with these people—well, except when Paixon had cut me off. But I’d let her daughter get to me. I didn’t even know how she’d done it. I felt an irrational urge to refuse to eat the supper simply because she’d brought it to me. The rational part of my brain reminded me that the gesture would be pointless. I was sure no-one on the Tane Ikai would lose any sleep over me not eating, and I was the one who’d be hungry.

“Well, that was interesting,” Pita said in a chipper voice.

“I’m not in the mood.” Slowly I took up the fork and scooped up a bite of pasta.

“How’s supper?”

“Pita,” I said in what I hoped was a warning voice. Honestly, the vegetable paste was delicious, but I wouldn’t admit that to anyone.

“Well, then, are you in the mood for this?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m in. We’ve got access to the entire ship network.”

I swallowed and smiled. “Good work, Pita. I knew you could do it.”

“So did I, once you left me alone long enough.”

“Whatever.”

“So, what now?”

That was a very good question. “Patch me into the audio comm again,” I told her. “Every feed on the ship you can get. I need something to listen to while I eat.” 

 


Chapter 24 – Luta
Truce and Negotiations

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOLLOWING HER RATHER portentous remark about our survival chances, Fha had excused herself to attend to something urgent on the station, promising to return later. As her hologram faded, another black tentacle extruded through the bridge wall, bearing another chip.

“Route data, do you think?” Yuskeya guessed.

“Likely,” I told her. “Take it and see, would you?”

She set it into her datapad and nodded.

“All right, everyone. We need to eat anyway, so we’ll do it in the galley and discuss our options.”

Not that I had much doubt how everyone felt, but I always made it a point to listen to my crew whenever possible. Even though it was mealtime, Cerevare remained in her quarters, still poring over the data the Corvids had provided. She seemed completely absorbed when I poked my head in to tell her the plan, so I left her there. Hirin and I quickly threw together a big pot of spicy pasta and vegetable paste for supper, and Maja and Viss took plates to Jahelia Sord and Cerevare. Yuskeya sat with her head bent over the datapad and the information the Corvid had provided.

Baden pulled cold drinks for everyone and passed them around, while Rei and Gerazan set places. I could almost convince myself it was a normal suppertime. Almost.

Viss returned. “I’m not sure Cerevare will even taste that before it gets cold,” he said. “I had to knock twice before she answered.”

“Let’s hope she gets some insights that might help us,” I said. “Where’s Maja?”

“She took Sord’s meal, said she wanted to meet her,” Viss said. “Do we have to wait for her? I’m starving.”

But Maja had returned by the time we had all the plates dished up. Her face held a thin, pensive tension, and I wondered if Sord had said anything untoward to her, but there was no chance to ask.

“Well, everyone heard what Fha said, so we might as well discuss it,” Hirin said once everyone was settled, plates before them and a communal basket of sweet rolls in the center of the table.

“Maybe the Corvids could give us some better weapons,” Rei said. “She obviously feels bad about stranding us.”

“Unless they’re wary about sharing tech,” Viss said. “They don’t even know us, so who knows how much they really trust us? And it sounded like they’ve been burned by the Chron in that department.”

“Three skips seems long. Maybe it’s too dangerous. There’s only one of us, and how many Chron?” Maja said. “I don’t think our chances are very good, even with whatever help the Corvids can give us.”

Baden turned to her. “So you’d stay here?”

She frowned. “I’m not saying that. With Mother sick—”

“Now, don’t everybody start worrying about me,” I interrupted. “I’m doing okay.”

“With respect, Captain, you’re not,” Yuskeya said. “You’re well aware it’s taking more and more medication to keep you going, and sooner or later one of two things is going to happen. Either it’ll reach a saturation point and stop working, or we’ll run out of supplies. I doubt the Corvids can help us with that. Getting you to Nearspace has to be a priority.”

I didn’t argue the point. I wondered briefly what she’d say if she knew about the nosebleed I’d had earlier.

“Does anyone think we should go back to the system with the artifact moon, and see if a new wormhole has opened up?” Maja asked. “That would solve the problem.”

Hirin cleared his throat. “Given the size of the system, and the data we, er . . . appropriated from the Domtaw, it could take months, even years, to search the entire system. We’d have to get close enough to the wormhole to pick up its radiation signature. It would be no different from any kind of wormhole spelunking.”

“Even if we found one, it might not be a ‘replacement’ route to Delta Pav. It could lead anywhere,” Gerazan suggested.

Hirin nodded. “Granted, we could get lucky and find it—if it exists—in the first week, but I don’t think I’m willing to bet Luta’s life on it.”

“And we could end up in a worse situation, depending on where it spit us out.”

“If we take the Chron route and run the burst drive as much as possible, we might slip between wormholes without even being noticed,” Viss said. “I can give it a quick overhaul to make sure it’s in top shape.”

“Absolutely,” Rei agreed. “And if not, we do have torpedoes.” She flashed a grin at Hirin.

“Yuskeya, what’s the word on that starmap the Corvid showed us? Can you calculate how long that route will take to get us to Nearspace, and where it will come out?”

“How long—it’s difficult to say until I study it more. I have to convert the in-system distances between wormholes for these systems to make sense for us. As for where it comes out . . .” She paused, checking something on her datapad. “I have an educated guess that the last wormhole skip will bring us out in the Tau Ceti system.”

I frowned. “Tau Ceti? Isn’t there only one wormhole in that system?”

“Only one on record. But the configuration of the terminal system fits. And obviously, we already know where all the other existing wormholes go—or else they’re red-flagged. It could be one of those.”

Wormholes flagged as “red” meant that no explorer had ever returned safely from a trip inside. No-one in their right mind went into one.

“If Fha is right,” Yuskeya continued, “I guess we have to rethink everything we thought we knew about ways into and out of Nearspace.”

I felt a slow chill creep up my spine. How many wormholes existed in Nearspace, undiscovered to us, but known to others? The feeling of safety and comfort that we’d gradually attained since the end of the Chron War seemed suddenly empty and foolish. Nearspace was as vulnerable as it had ever been. We’d simply chosen not to see that.

“Do I get a vote?” asked a voice from the doorway of the galley, and all heads snapped around. Jahelia Sord stood casually leaning against the ultraplas wall, holding the empty dishes from her own supper. Her pale-tipped black curls tumbled around her face in waves, and her pridattii spilled in inky lines around her eyes, emphasizing the challenge in them. I vowed at that moment not to underestimate her again.

Viss, Rei, and Yuskeya had already pushed their chairs back, but I said, “Hold on, folks. You think you deserve a place at this table, Civitano Sord?” I wasn’t going to call her Captain, even if she did have her own ship. I felt I was doing her a favour by calling her a citizen.

She shrugged. “I’m as stranded as the rest of you. And I was getting bored, listening in on the ship’s comm.”

I shot a questioning glance at Baden. She should definitely not be able to do that. She should have been able to talk to the bridge, in which case we’d open a channel for her to hear us respond, but that was all. He raised his eyebrows and one shoulder in a don’t ask me shrug.

“And I don’t suppose someone conveniently left the door open for you?” I asked.

“No,” she said, grinning insolently, “dear Maja locked me in nice and tight. But a plasma bar isn’t really a big deterrent if you know what you’re doing.”

“Are you armed?” I asked bluntly. She’d had to pass right by the weapons locker walking from her quarters to the galley, and I wouldn’t have been a bit surprised to find that she’d helped herself.

She shook her head, holding her arms out to the sides, dishes balanced on empty palms. “Nope. Your girls—or boys—can search me if they want.” She fixed her sly grin on Baden. “Mr. Methyr, in particular, might want to renew our acquaintance.”

Baden’s face pinked, but he merely leaned back in his chair. “No, thanks, Relana . . . Jahelia . . . whoever you are. Someone else is welcome to the task.”

She twisted her lips into a mock pout. “And we were such good friends a few months ago. You haven’t even come to see me since I’ve been on the ship!”

“You might as well come in,” I said. “As of about a minute ago, I’ve decided that I’d rather have you where I can see you. Hirin, do run a scan over her, just in case. My apologies, Ms. Sord, but I’m not exactly ready to trust you at this point.”

She merely grinned again and submitted to the scan from Hirin’s datapad. When he finished, he directed her to an empty chair between Viss and Rei. I was struck by the contrast between the two Erian women. Rei wore her pridattii comfortably, the way some women can wear lipstick without seeming pretentious. On Jahelia Sord’s face, the swirling dark tattoos were a statement of defiance.

“I don’t suppose you’re particularly interested in getting to Nearspace quickly,” I said to her.

“On the contrary, I’m anxious to get out of this backwater,” she said. She stared pointedly at our drinks.

Sighing inwardly, I said, “Can I offer you something more to drink?”

“Do you have cazitta?”

“I’ll get it,” Yuskeya offered, leaving me to continue my conversation with Sord.

“You were saying you’ll be happy to get back to Nearspace?” I said.

She nodded. “And if there’s about to be another war with the Chron, well, that will open up all kinds of possibilities for me. War is, sadly, often good for business.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You do understand that I’m planning to turn you over to the Protectorate at the earliest opportunity?”

She smiled as she accepted a mug full of dark, licorice-scented cazitta from Yuskeya. “Hey, thanks, Protectorate,” she said, casually dismissive.

I saw Yuskeya’s lips press into a tight line, but she didn’t say anything as Sord continued.

“Yes. And you should understand that I expect my employers to extricate me from any trouble I might find myself in as the result of taking on a job for them.”

“You think PrimeCorp will get you out of this?”

Sord merely shrugged. “I’m not naming names. But I’m confident enough to not worry too much about it. That’s all I’m saying.”

I leaned back in my chair and studied her. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t entirely trust you.”

“Don’t blame you a bit. But there’s nothing—absolutely nothing—for me here. I don’t have my ship, I don’t have any way to retrieve it, and I damn sure can’t see these crows needing my services anytime soon.”

Rei turned slightly in her chair, facing Sord. “So your job, the one that got you into this mess, was simply to deliver a message to Captain Paixon for PrimeCorp?”

Sord took a slow sip of cazitta. “I don’t believe I’ve said who engaged my services. Or if there was more than one. But the message was part of my task, yes.”

“Then what was all that messing around with flash-pack torpedoes and following us out to the Delta Pavonis system but not contacting us there?”

“Gather information, deliver a message,” Sord said. “It’s no secret that some corporations have an interest in Captain Paixon and her family—in all of you. They like to know where everybody is, what they’re doing. What their capabilities might be. How I get the information isn’t important. I take what opportunities I see.”

“And Baden was one of those opportunities,” Maja said evenly.

Sord smiled at her. “Every job has its perks.”

This was turning into a conversation I’d hoped to have with the woman in private, when time and circumstances permitted. I steered the talk around to the general topic of what we should do.

“Despite all the concerns—and they are valid ones—I don’t think we have any viable options but to try the route Fha showed us.”

“So can these crows give us anything else? Weapons, other tech?” Sord asked. “They seem pretty advanced, and unlike the Chron, they don’t want to kill us, so that’s promising.”

Yuskeya turned a cold eye on her. “We’re already planning to ask them that. They may or may not have tech that can help us, or be willing to share it. And stop calling them crows,” she added.

“Sorry, Cor-vids,” Sord said with exaggerated emphasis. “Anyway, why are you still talking about it? Get all the help you can from these aliens and get the hell out of here. If you have to blow a few Chron ships out of your way, so be it. That’s a few less to come blasting the crap out of Nearspace.”

“Well, I like to get as many different viewpoints as I can when making important decisions. And now I certainly have yours.” I stood up, pushing my chair out of the way. “Thanks, everyone. I’ll let you know in a little while what I’ve decided.”

I walked the length of the galley, then turned and crooked a finger at Jahelia Sord. “I’ll escort you to your quarters,” I said. “Feel free to take your drink with you.”

She came without protest, which didn’t surprise me. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d refused, either. She was a wild card, this mercenary we’d somehow wound up with, and I wouldn’t place bets on anything she would or wouldn’t do. I wondered what she and Maja had talked about.

“Your meeting with Baden wasn’t chance,” I said to her as we passed the weapons locker.

She turned her smile on me. “I don’t leave much to chance,” she said, and winked.

“I don’t take it well when people mess with my crew,” I told her. “Luckily, Baden seems to have come out of his encounter with you unscathed.”

We were at her door now, the hallway between her quarters and the galley being short. “He didn’t tell me anything he shouldn’t have, in case you’re worried,” she said, leaning against the closed door and cradling her mug in both hands. “Not that I didn’t try to worm some things out of him. But he was mainly a way for me to be sure I had the right ship.”

I met her gaze. “I wasn’t worried,” I told her. “Do you have the plasma bar that was on the door?”

She opened the door and reached inside, relinquishing the bar to me without apparent shame.

“Care to tell me . . .?”

Sord pursed her lips, her eyes surveying me coolly. Then she shrugged. “There’s an override code, pretty standard encryption, built into the OS for the ship system. A little scrap of code that never really gets upgraded because it hardly ever gets used.”

“And you know this, how?”

She laughed. “Come on, you’ve checked my history by now. I’m a techdog. I know this stuff. Ask your Mr. Methyr. He probably knows about it too, but forgot it even existed.”

“So you could have left your room anytime? Why’d you wait until now?”

Her eyes turned challenging. “Who says I waited?”

I sighed. These kinds of games made me tired. “How many more of these little surprises do you have?”

She grinned. “Hey, I’d be crazy to endanger the ship while we’re stuck in this godsforsaken system. I know it’s my ticket—my only ticket—out of here.”

“But once we get to Nearspace, all bets are off? Just so we understand each other.”

“I think you’re starting to get the picture.”

I folded my arms. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t particularly like me, Sord? On a personal level, I mean. I think I’ve treated you pretty well. Some people would have been tempted—more than tempted—to leave you on your ship. Anybody questioned it, I could have said there was no answer when we commed you, so we thought you were dead.”

She shrugged. “You’re one more job to me, Captain. Get information, deliver a message. It’s not a question of liking or disliking.”

I studied her, trying to decide if that rang true or not. I couldn’t think of any reason she’d have a grudge against me—and she was prickly with everyone on board—but there was an edge in her voice when she spoke to me, like an extra layer of whatever she was projecting at the moment. Sarcasm, or disdain, or plain dislike.

“One more question,” I said. “What do you know about PrimeCorp’s actual plans involving my mother?”

“What makes you think I’d tell you if I knew anything?” She cocked her head at me, and the veneer of hostility fell away. She really was curious.

“Seems like it might be in your interests to get me to move faster, get us to Nearspace even quicker. If I thought she was in immediate danger, I might do that.”

“True.” She considered it. “But you might also take stupid chances, which wouldn’t be in my best interests at all.”

I shrugged, not saying anything.

After a moment, she said, “If I were Alin Sedmamin, I wouldn’t share my actual plans with the likes of me.”

It was probably the closest thing to an answer I was going to get out of her. Unfortunately, it did nothing to alleviate my fears.

Viss and Baden rounded the corner then, anxious, I was sure, to reset the plasma bar in a way that might stick next time. They had the grace to look a little embarrassed.

“I’ll tell you when we have a plan,” I told her. “Try to stay put from now on.”

She threw me a mock salute and stepped inside the room, pausing to blow a kiss to Baden before she shut the door. I went to my own quarters then, thinking that I must be the only captain around who could pick up unwanted passengers in the middle of uncharted space.

I debated returning to the galley, but the others would clean up, and I wasn’t on the night duty shift. In fact, I could hear the sounds of cleanup and conversation, but I slipped past the doorway without anyone noticing. Waves of fatigue had begun to hit me like huge breakers as I walked away from Sord’s quarters. The conversations with the Corvid, my crew, and Jahelia Sord had exhausted my reserves. All I could think of was crawling into bed and letting darkness wash over me. My hands started up more of their tremors as I peeled off my jeans and slipped between the covers. If any crisis arose in the next few hours, Hirin would have to handle it.

Fear of whatever was happening to me threatened to keep me awake as soon as my head touched the pillow. I shoved my trembling hands under the pillow, pressing down to try and still them. Mother can fix it, I told myself. These Corvids will show us the way, and we’ll get home, and she’ll know what to do. For a few moments, worry and fatigue battled for control, but in the end, fatigue won. My last thought as I fell asleep was that I had to ask Yuskeya if I could keep a med injector in my pocket. Maybe with a double dose. And I’d have to ask her soon.

 

I SLEPT THE night through, not even noticing when Hirin crawled into bed beside me. He didn’t wake me in the morning, either, but I knew he’d slept since his head had scooped out a shallow indentation in his pillow. What finally woke me was Rei calling from the bridge to say that the Corvid hologram had reappeared. I sat up and pressed my chip implant. “Ten minutes,” I told her.

The rest had alleviated my headache slightly, but a dull throbbing still knocked on the inside of my skull. I allowed myself a minute to massage my temples, then dressed hurriedly and dragged a brush through my hair. The bristles came away thickly tangled with auburn strands—far more than the usual. I stared at the strands for another long moment, panic roiling my stomach. Every new symptom of whatever was happening to me stirred fresh fear. I hadn’t come close to appreciating flawless health when I’d had it. I wanted to sit on the bed and give in to a good cry, but as tears threatened to overwhelm me, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Giving in felt somehow self-indulgent. My problems were serious, yes—but my family and crew had to come first. We were all in trouble, and I couldn’t put my own worries ahead of anyone else’s. I believed what I’d told Hirin—the crew needed me. I couldn’t let them down. I pulled the brush clean and threw the telltale tangle of hair into the recycler.

Hirin, Rei, and Viss were on the bridge when I got there. Fha was nowhere in sight.

“Said she’d be back in ten, same as you,” Rei said. “Sleep well?”

“Dead to the world,” I said honestly, then regretted the phrase. “Anything exciting happen?”

“Not a thing,” she said. “I think we could dispense with night shift while we’re on the station.”

A moment later, Fha reappeared. I assumed it was the same Corvid, at least. The hologram seemed identical to the one who’d spoken to us yesterday. Baden and Maja arrived on the bridge together.

“We’ve decided to take your directions and try to make it to Nearspace,” I told Fha. “Anything you can provide that might help will be gratefully accepted.”

The Corvid nodded. “I expected as much. I will have the coordinates for a safe path through the asteroids made accessible to you. You’ll have to navigate one to leave this system, and one to enter the next Corvid-controlled system. There will be one more to access the last skip, but there is another station in that system, and they will assist you with that if necessary. We will alert them that you are coming.”

“Will you give us the coordinates for all of them?” Yuskeya asked.

“Yes, but you will have to validate the third set with the other guard station when you arrive in that system. These coordinates will work only once for each asteroid field; once they have been used, the asteroid configuration changes. So what we give you now may not still be valid when you get there. However, I will make certain they know you are coming. You’ll have no trouble.”

“We appreciate that.”

“Our technicians have also studied your propulsion system. Although it is significantly different from ours, it is very similar to Chron technology with which we are familiar. They think they may be able to install an accelerator to increase your attainable speed by some fifteen percent.”

“That would be wonderful,” I said.

Fha nodded. “And necessary, if you hope to outrun any Chron you encounter. You could not evade them with your current drives only.”

I swallowed. That was a sobering thought. We really were in debt to the Corvids—if we made it to Nearspace in one piece, that is.

Hirin asked, “What about the moon—what the Protectorate was calling the ‘operant’ moon? The Chron apparently built it, but what was it for?”

Fha nodded gravely. “This is technology that the Chron appropriated from us. I shall try to explain.” She went silent for a moment, then continued. “It is a way to temporarily direct a wormhole to exit in a new location.”

Viss blew out a long, low whistle from the bridge engineering board, where he’d claimed one of the skimchairs. “That’s—incredible!”

The Corvid shook her head slightly. “It is a highly limited effect. But very useful, yes.”

“Limited how?” Yuskeya asked. She was probably running military applications through her mind already.

“There are two parts to the technology,” Fha explained. “An—operant is a good word, actually—and an activator. The operant is constructed near a wormhole entrance, while the activator is essentially a drive, installed on a ship. The operant and the activator act in concert to allow the replication of a—” Fha paused. She seemed to be searching for a word. “The replication of a ‘ghost’ wormhole. It has the same entry point as the original wormhole, but diverges along a new path to a different exit point.”

“Anywhere?” Baden leaned forward and breathed the word, his eyes shining like a true techdog in the presence of new and exciting technology.

Fha’s beak snapped open and shut in that alien approximation of laughter again. “Not quite anywhere. Sufficient data is required about the star system or region where the new exit point is to appear. And the ghosted wormhole path collapses after a period of time, or if the activator drive strays too far from the new exit.”

Viss asked the next question as it was forming in my own mind. “So, these operants and ghosted wormholes? Is it possible for us to use that technology? Wouldn’t it get us home faster?”

Fha cocked her head. “It might be possible to install an activator drive on board your vessel, although it would be of limited use. There are no operant installations along this route. And we do not have enough specific data to safely ghost a wormhole for you to follow home, or I would have simply suggested that. Given enough time, your own navigational data could be converted to use with the activator, I think. And . . .” Her voice trailed off as she seemed to think about the question. Finally she said, “When you emerge in your Nearspace system, there is an operant installation there. If the data conversion is complete by then, you could conceivably use it to reach your medical facility more quickly.”

“An operant installation inside Nearspace? Are you sure?” Hirin asked, frowning. “I was thinking the Chron must have used the one we found outside Delta Pavonis to move around during the war.”

“Absolutely,” the Corvid assured him. “Although they could also have used this one you speak of. The Chron installed and used one within Nearspace during the war, to access the various systems as they acquired data for them. It has not been used in a very long time. We positioned a station to restrict them from that system.”

“How could they do that without it being noticed?” Maja protested.

“Tau Ceti,” Yuskeya said, snapping her fingers. “Remember yesterday, I thought we would come out in Tau Ceti? I ran a full cross-reference last night, and that confirmed it. G8 star, huge debris disk, five planets with one in the habitable zone—it fits.”

“So the debris disk could mask the presence of the operant installation,” Rei mused. “You know, they could get away with it.”

“And with an operant installation there, they could ghost the wormhole to other places in Nearspace—making it seem like they appeared out of nowhere,” Baden added. “Sneaky bastardos.”

“What we thought was timeslipping wasn’t that at all,” Rei said.

“But, wait,” I protested. “If there was never such a thing as timeslipping, what delayed our initial message through the wormhole to the Domtaw?”

“Was it a wormhole that had been ghosted?” Fha asked.

“How would we know?”

“Did you observe unusual streaks or patterns inside the wormhole path? Fluctuations in other readings?”

Rei nodded. “Both those things.”

“This is one of the reasons we use the technology sparingly,” Fha said, “although the Chron show no such compunction. We discovered that wormholes which have been ghosted can suffer random aftereffects—time anomalies, excessive turbulence, increased radiation, and others—so that they are never again as fully stable as they once were.” The Corvid’s face remained impassive, but I thought her eyes seemed to harden. “We would like to find a way to stop the Chron using the technology on previously unghosted wormholes, but for the most part they are beyond our reach.”

I wondered suddenly if the Protectorate knew about any of this. They knew about the wormhole into the artifact moon system, after all, and wanted to keep it a secret. Lanar made it sound like that was a temporary thing, but what was to stop them from trying to keep the secret indefinitely? Now this wormhole into Tau Ceti. Were they in the dark . . . or had they been keeping the citizens of Nearspace in the dark? I would have to ask Lanar the next time I saw him. I hoped I wouldn’t be angry at his answer.

Viss said, “May I ask another question?”

“Of course.” The Corvid turned her holographic gaze in Viss’s direction.

“What happened to the Chron ship that tried to make it through the wormhole into Delta Pavonis? The skip into Nearspace, when they got past your asteroids and you had to pursue them?”

The Corvid shrugged. “They were caught inside the wormhole when our ship fired on them, and destroyed when the wormhole collapsed. We would have preferred to catch them sooner, naturally.”

“So would it be possible to set up weapons to guard wormholes, in addition to the asteroids to deter them? And if a Chron ship managed to get past the asteroids and into the wormhole . . .” Viss mimed an explosion, bursting his hands apart. “You said the wormhole will right itself in time, and be replaced in the meantime.”

The Corvid hesitated a moment before answering. “It is plausible, but risky. What about other ships near the wormhole? They could also be destroyed. The disruptions to commerce and travel? Not to mention that we have no data on the long-term effects of such a thing. We know what happens to the few wormholes that have been accidentally or experimentally collapsed, but widespread destruction could cause problems we can’t even imagine.”

It was Viss’s turn to shrug. “Okay, just a thought.”

“How long would it take to install an activator drive, and upgrade the propulsion system for us?” I asked. Time to get the conversation back on track. My head was pounding harder again, and I was ready for another nap.

“Two days, perhaps,” the Corvid said. “And if you can possibly afford to wait that long, I would advise it. It could substantially improve your chances of traversing the Chron system safely—or escaping pursuit if need be.”

“All right, two days,” I said. “Thank you for all your help. My crew will assist you in whatever you need to make this happen.”

The Corvid nodded and winked out.

And we had two days to prepare for Chron space.

 

 


Chapter 25 – Luta
Patching Hearts and Engines

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I’VE COME UP with a method to chart these previously unknown systems,” Yuskeya said as she returned the injector to the cupboard in First Aid. “You want to hear about it?”

I dangled my legs cautiously over the side of the gurney, hoping the meds wouldn’t take long to kick in. I had new sympathy for everyone I’d ever known who suffered from migraine headaches. Before this, I couldn’t have imagined what they were like. Now I had a new, very vivid, appreciation. I still hadn’t told Yuskeya about any other symptoms, though. What would be the point, if she couldn’t treat them anyway?

“Sure,” I said. “Good idea. We’ll want to give the Protectorate all the data we can.”

Yuskeya nodded. “We’ve only been in two new systems so far, and I don’t know how the Protectorate might have already designated the first one out of Delta Pavonis. It doesn’t matter, though.”

She crossed to the First Aid computer console and pulled up a personal file from her navigation charts, pointing to the entries she’d made so far. “I’m using a modified spectral classification system, simple identifiers. Maybe someday we’ll learn what the folks who live here actually call these stars,” she said with a smile.

“You’re optimistic,” I said.

“I’m prefacing all the stars since we left Nearspace with ‘OS’—for ‘Otherspace’,” she explained. “So the first system, out of Delta Pav, was OS-B8VI-01. Otherspace, then the spectral information, and 01 since it was the first one we skipped to. I logged the wormhole coordinates when we came through, too. So this system is OS-K0V-02.”

I grinned. “‘Otherspace’. I like it.”

“I was going for descriptive,” she said, “not necessarily scientific.”

“It works.”

“Great. I’ll keep an updated file with open access in the main computer.” She turned to leave the First Aid station.

Part of me hated to bring it up, but this seemed like as good a chance as any to talk to her about the ongoing tension between her and my engineer. “Yuskeya,” I said, “how are things between you and Viss?”

She turned to face me slowly, and leaned against the door, crossing her arms. Her dark eyes were wary. She’d taken to wearing her Protectorate uniform constantly, instead of her usual shipsuits or casual clothing. I wondered if she needed the comfort and familiarity of it, or if the choice spoke to something else. Perhaps the presence of Gerazan, a subordinate officer, on board? As some kind of a rebuke to Viss? Or did she simply want to be wearing it if things went . . . badly?

“Fine. Why do you ask?”

Her face had changed, shifting into that calm, expressionless poker-face I think they teach at the Protectorate akademio. Goodness knows, I’ve seen it enough times on Lanar, particularly when there’s something he can’t—or doesn’t want to—discuss with me. That spoke volumes all by itself.

I smiled. “Nice try. You think I haven’t noticed a little chill in the air between you two? More like an iceberg. It’s almost big enough to trip over.”

She sighed and shrugged. “We . . . have some things to work out.”

“Like the fact that you’re a Protectorate officer and didn’t tell anybody?” She opened her mouth, and I held up a hand. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me; I’m fine with it. But I get the feeling Viss isn’t.”

“I wasn’t too thrilled to find out he was doing . . . questionable . . . work for the Protectorate without my knowledge, either,” she said. “Smuggling cargo on your ship? I’m also not entirely pleased with your brother on that one, but he’s my commanding officer. He can get away with doing things I don’t like and not telling me everything.”

I slid off the gurney. Pain lanced behind my eyes, but I tried to hide the flinch. The room swam around me, and my vision blurred as if I was about to start crying, then everything righted itself. “So, the way I see it, you’re mad at each other for being on the same side. It doesn’t make much sense.”

“It’s not that.”

“It’s a trust issue, then,” I said, and she bit her lip and nodded.

“I know Viss has an . . . interesting past,” she said with a hint of a smile. “I don’t want—or need—to know everything he’s done. But he should trust me enough to tell me what he’s doing now.”

“Even if his bosses tell him not to? Doesn’t that put what he did in the same category as what you did?”

She flushed, one corner of her mouth twisting. “I know what you’re saying, Luta. And I know it makes sense. But I don’t seem to feel it—here.” She closed a fist and tapped it lightly over her heart. “You know?”

I sighed. “I guess I do. Just . . . don’t stop trying, okej? I’d rather see my crew happy than miserable, and things are—uncertain.”

“What, because we’re stranded in unknown space, surrounded by enemies?”

“Well, I meant because I don’t know how long this headache will last, but sure, that too,” I said with a smile. “We need everyone working together to get through this, right?”

She stood to her full height. “You don’t need to worry about that aspect of it, Captain. You have my word on it.”

I patted her on the shoulder. “I know I do. Now let’s go see what else needs doing before we leave here and start the really dangerous part of the journey.”

 

WE SAW OUR first real Corvids when they came to deliver the activator drive. Well, I say we “saw” them, but we didn’t, really. We saw two tall figures who arrived at the engineering deck airlock with an array of items on gravsled-type carriers. Fha had assured us that the Corvid technicians would be able to do their work wearing environment suits, so that the bay holding the Tane Ikai could remain configured for human habitation.

If they wore robes like Fha’s, they were hidden by the enviro-suits, which were, unsurprisingly, black. The material held a sheen similar to the ships and the station, which was explained once you got close enough. The surface was coated with a layer of tiny, flat, hexagonal discs. These slid and shifted as the Corvids moved, apparently reconfiguring themselves to suit some unknown parameters or purposes. As the light caught their movements, it created the shimmery effect.

The suits themselves were shapeless and loose-fitting, but didn’t sag or wrinkle—rather they seemed to move and flow around the Corvids’ bodies, flexing and reshaping to fit the aliens’ movements. They did, however, reveal a few more details about Corvid physiology. They stood taller than Fha’s hologram had been, easily topping seven feet. They were bipedal, but the suits did not outline their legs, so it was difficult to guess at their proportions. They did have two arms, but it was impossible to speculate about hands. The suits themselves, with their hexagon building blocks, reconfigured “fingers” to whatever purpose was needed. They formed club-like paws for lifting large objects, then flowed into thin digits for making minute adjustments. Viss said later he observed a range from two to eight fingers on a hand, as required.

Their helmets, by contrast, were completely transparent, and oblong, shaped to accommodate their beak-like mouths. They seemed able to call up various displays on the inside of the faceplates, although the mechanism for doing so was never obvious. Viss and Gerazan stayed in engineering to assist them, although there seemed little for them to actually do. When the Corvids needed to communicate, they did so through small speakers set at the bottom edge of the helmet, and apparently did so with as much language facility as Fha had displayed in talking to us.

“We got very lucky,” Viss said to me that evening in the galley, where we’d happened to end up at the same time, seeking hot drinks. “If it had been the Corvids who’d wanted to wipe out humanity a century and a half ago, none of us would be here. I’ve never even imagined some of the tech that’s everyday for them.”

That was a chilling thought. “How’s the work going?” I’d stopped in to the drive bays a couple of times throughout the day, but I didn’t have any real sense of what they were doing or how long it would take.

Viss shrugged. “Fine, I think. They mostly go about their business. Ask us questions, and we try to answer. When we understand what they’re asking.” He smiled thinly.

“Do you think it’ll work?” I was still worried by Fha’s statement that with our current drives, we wouldn’t be able to outrun a Chron ship if we ran into one.

He ran a hand over his face. “It’s not easy for me to admit it, but half the stuff they’re doing—I don’t even understand it. That’s what I mean about the technology. It’s so far beyond what we know about, it’s like they’re operating on a whole different plane of understanding.”

“Maybe that’s why they don’t mind sharing tech with us,” I said. “They know we’re not smart enough to reverse-engineer it.”

Viss chuckled. “You could be right.”

I pulled a deep breath. “Well, I hope we made the right decision. We seem to be totally dependent on what they’re doing for us.”

“We are, no mistake about it. But I do trust them.”

“Me, too,” I told him, warming my hands around my mug. “I just hope it’s enough.”

 

 


Chapter 26 – Luta
An Unexpected Displeasure

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AS THEY’D PROMISED, the Corvids finished their work in two days. Fha appeared in her holographic form one last time on the bridge. Today her cowled robe was pale grey, proving, perhaps, that the Corvids did have some use for and perception of colours. It was strange how quickly we’d become accustomed to the Corvids’ alien features and begun to read expressions on them. Now, hers was . . . worried.

“Stay to the route we’ve provided,” she cautioned one more time. “Avoid all other ships and planets if you can. Even with our modifications, I cannot be sure you’d escape from Chron ships if they were bent on capturing you.”

She didn’t say or worse, but I’m sure we all thought it. “We can’t thank you enough,” I told her. “You’ve given us at least a chance to get home.”

Another black tentacle slid through the wall, and deposited a datachip into my hand. I barely even flinched this time. Another thing that had quickly become “normal.”

“This is what you might call a diplomatic package,” Fha told me. “Please deliver it to your government. With the resurgence in Chron activity, I believe it’s imperative for us to work more closely with the inhabitants of Nearspace. It contains instructions for contacting us again.”

I tucked it into my pocket. “If we make it, I’ll get it into the right hands,” I assured her. I’d give it to Lanar, and he’d get it to the Nearspace Worlds Administrative Council. No planetary governments. I’d make sure it went straight to the top. Fha didn’t say what the Corvids would do if we didn’t make it back safely. No doubt they had a plan, but she was nice enough not to mention the eventuality.

“The urgulat will release you in a moment,” Fha said. “Go in safety.” And the hologram winked out.

Baden flashed me a smile. “No leaving issues there.”

“Power is available to all drives,” Rei announced.

“And the course to the first wormhole is laid in,” Yuskeya said. As far as we’d been aware, there were no more Chron incursions while we’d been docked at the station. It was a different wormhole that we were headed for, though, not the one the Chron ships had come through. Fha had said there had been no traffic through this wormhole, except for periodic Corvid survey drones, for many years. The drones simply went through, scanned the area around the other terminal point, and returned.

“What about the asteroid navigation path?”

“The coordinates are programmed,” Yuskeya said. “Once we reach the field, we’ll go to auto-pilot, and the computer will guide us through. We’ll engage the skip drive when we reach the wormhole mouth.”

“Like that doesn’t make me nervous,” Rei muttered.

“We’re trusting the Corvids on everything else, I think we can trust them to get us through their asteroids,” I told her. I knew she didn’t like the idea of relinquishing control while traversing the barricade of tumbling rocks.

“I guess so,” Rei agreed grudgingly.

“This should cheer you up. We’ll try out the upgraded burst drive to see how quickly we can get to this wormhole.”

“Ooh, thanks,” she said, without a hint of sarcasm. “Did you hear that, Viss? Give me the burst drive.”

I opened the comm channel into Jahelia Sord’s room. “We’re leaving the station, Sord. Wormhole skip coming up shortly after that.”

“Thanks for the warning,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll let me know if anything exciting happens.”

I didn’t bother to answer that, and closed the channel again.

Cerevare came onto the bridge then. “Captain, I hope you don’t mind. I’d like to be up here when we skip into the first Chron system.” Her brown eyes were bright with excitement. For the rest of us, this was a trip into certain and frightening danger. For Cerevare, it was a voyage of discovery into her passion.

“You’re absolutely welcome,” I told her. “I hope you have everything from that Corvid chip memorized. We might need your expertise.”

She grinned. “It will take months to comb through everything on that chip. I already feel like my head’s been opened up and reams of data simply poured in.”

The ship lurched slightly, and the sensation of being carried returned. This time the viewscreens showed the black, viscous-looking material of the station retreating as it disgorged us, as I’d imagined it would. I shuddered. As nice as the Corvids had been, their technology had an element of creepiness.

“Rei, you’ve got the burst drive,” Viss said a moment later from engineering. “I’m set to monitor everything as we try it out.”

“Whenever you’re ready, then, Rei.”

She engaged the drive and we leapt forward, leaving the safety of the Corvid station behind. Rei pushed the drive to its limit.

“Handles fine,” she observed.

“All good on this end,” Viss added.

“And about a twelve percent increase in speed,” Yuskeya said. She met my eye and smiled. “The Protectorate will definitely want to know more about this.”

“Everyone in Nearspace will,” I said. “But I think we’ll treat it as top-secret until the Council has a chance to figure things out.”

Rei had slowed us to a normal momentum by the time the asteroids loomed threateningly in our path. Inwardly, I shared Rei’s trepidation. They were intimidating and appeared near-impossible to navigate, even knowing we’d managed it once, on the way into this system. Surveying the tumbling chunks of rock, I realized what a close call we’d had. Sheer luck had played a big part in our survival, regardless of how well Rei and I had worked together to guide us through.

“Here goes,” Rei said. “Engaging the auto-pilot. Nothing that happens now is my fault, folks.” She took her hands off the controls and raised them over her head, waggling her fingers. The Tane Ikai sailed into the maelstrom.

I held my breath, but we slipped almost effortlessly through the asteroids. The coordinates for the safe pathway ensured that wherever an asteroid was, we weren’t, although the computer put the ship through some delicate maneuvers. When we cleared the last obstacle, Rei took control again, the skip drive whirred to life, and we slipped into the wormhole.

When my chest began to burn, I realized I was holding my breath, and released it in a long exhale. The skip went like any other. We emerged out the other end, and I heard Cerevare draw her own breath in with a little whistle. I knew what it meant to her; we had entered Chron space.

The system was . . . beautiful. At least this corner of it. An enormous particle cloud hung in plain view when we emerged, painting the vacuum of space with a brilliant crimson, glazed with yellow specularity. In the distance a yellow sun burned.

“Scan shows a planet barely on the edge of range,” Baden reported. “Right where the Corvids said it would be. No ships detected. We seem to be alone.”

“Let’s keep it that way,” I said. “Yuskeya, lay in the course for the next wormhole. I want the scans running constantly. Rei, Viss, let’s fire up that burst drive and hit the next wormhole as quickly as we can.”

Which sounded good, but it wasn’t like we’d be there in an hour, or even ten. Yuskeya had estimated twelve hours to the next wormhole as the best possible time, if we ran the burst drive full out and didn’t encounter any problems. We couldn’t run the drive steady at full for that long; two-hour bursts with an alternate hour for cooldown was the most we could push it.

I noticed Maja gazing out the viewscreen with a strange expression on her face. “Anything wrong, Maja?”

She glanced over and half-smiled at me. “Not really. I was thinking it’s sad we’re not here to explore. I’d rather be making contact, building alliances, instead of racing through without time to investigate or learn. It seems like a wasted opportunity.”

“Maybe we’ll be back,” Baden said. “Things might be different with the Chron someday.”

“I’d like to think so, but—I don’t know. This feels like a one-way trip.”

I shivered, an unwelcome, eerie feeling trickling down my spine. I hoped we were still in the middle of that trip, and that it would end in Nearspace.

We ran that way for half an hour, and nothing untoward happened. Maja excused herself, and Gerazan came up from engineering, where he’d been with Viss for the burst drive test and the first skip. He settled at the co-pilot’s board next to Rei. Cerevare still seemed entranced, although to tell the truth it looked like any other system to me.

I was having trouble keeping my eyes open; no wonder, really. I’d slept fitfully, no doubt nerved up about leaving the station, but the pains in my arms and legs had worsened. I couldn’t make it through the night now without getting up at least twice to take one of Yuskeya’s painkillers. I needed a nap, although I was beginning to dread the realization. It came too fast and often now. I’d never taken naps in my life, except occasionally when Maja and Karro were young. I stood from the big chair, intending to turn things over to Hirin, but everything blurred and I had to grasp the arm of the chair tightly to keep my balance. The bridge whirled around me. I blinked and breathed shallowly in through my nose, out through my lips. No-one seemed to have noticed.

The vertigo passed, the spinning bridge slowing and stabilizing again. I swallowed against a dry throat, hoping my voice would come out sounding normal. “Okej, we’ve got three pilots, so we’ll take it in four-hour shifts,” I said. “Hirin, you have the chair. I’m taking a break. You relieve Rei when her shift is done, and I’ll come on after you.”

He crossed to sit in my place, catching my hand as I turned to leave the bridge. “You okay?” he asked in a quiet voice.

I squeezed his hand and nodded. “Fine. Just a little tired. And we need to keep ourselves fresh while we’re here. Keep the scans running and all eyes out.”

He threw me a mock salute and released my hand.

Outside the bridge, once I was far enough down the corridor that I knew no-one could easily see me, I leaned against the wall for support. My knees felt like water. How could I fly the ship when this might happen? I knew suddenly that I couldn’t. It would be completely irresponsible, and could put us all at risk. Rei and Hirin would have to manage without my help.

And I would have to admit to everyone why I was taking myself off the roster. That might be the hardest part of all.

I made my way slowly down the corridor to my quarters, hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone and have to answer questions. My luck held; I collapsed on my bed without seeing anyone else. For a long moment I lay on my back and stared out at the stars though the porthole above me. Usually, I left the bridge with pleasant anticipation of the moment I’d return. For the first time ever, I felt as if I didn’t belong there. And despite everything that was on my mind and should have kept me awake, I fell asleep with chilling ease.

The next thing I knew, the signal tone of the ship’s comm woke me. I pressed my implant, and Hirin’s voice came through.

“Luta, you’d better get up here. You won’t believe what we found.”

“On my way.”

The nap had worked magic. My head felt surprisingly clear, and the weakness in my limbs had fled. It was a good thing, too, because I wasn’t at all prepared for what met my eyes on the viewscreen when I entered the bridge. All sorts of possibilities had skittered through my mind as I hurried up the corridor: a Chron ship, a wormhole, another station. It was none of those.

It was PrimeCorp.

 

HIRIN HAD KILLED all the drives and brought us to a stop with the thrusters by the time I reached the bridge, and the Tane Ikai hung silent and relatively still. The viewscreen, I could tell, was at its maximum magnification, but still the ship it had focused in on wasn’t visually clear. The data scrolling across the bottom of the screen, however, was.

Closest vessel: PrimeCorp drive signature type RT34564: Registration unconfirmed: Class unconfirmed

I stared stupidly at it, wondering if I had sunk low enough medically to be having hallucinations. For a fleeting moment I wondered if I’d been so sick thak I slept through the rest of the journey and we had actually made it to Nearspace. Hirin wouldn’t have simply called me to the bridge, though, if that were the case. And if I were hallucinating, everyone else was, too. Still. “It can’t be a PrimeCorp ship. We’re in Chron space.”

Baden said, “It could be some other kind of ship, with a PrimeCorp drive in it, I guess.”

“What are the chances of that?”

He shrugged. “Pretty low, I’d say. It’s too new to be something the Chron could have stolen or captured during the war.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What could they be doing here, and how did they get here? Any wormhole leading into this system would have to be in the Nearspace catalogue. If we don’t know about it, PrimeCorp shouldn’t. And the Corvids would have it blocked anyway.”

“Well, ‘shouldn’t’ is the operative word, isn’t it?” Hirin said. “PrimeCorp could be carrying out its own wormhole exploration program, and keeping the results a secret. If there was a profit to be made. Wormhole spelunking was how they got started, after all.”

“And the Protectorate knew about the other wormhole, and hadn’t released it,” Rei reminded me.

“Do you think they’ve noticed us?”

Baden shook his head. “I doubt it. They haven’t moved, and we stopped the instant we picked them up.”

“All right. What’s this?” I asked, pointing to a mass on the nav screen.

“Asteroid,” Yuskeya said. “About half our size. You’re thinking of using it as camouflage?”

“I wondered. If possible, get us close and try to match the asteroid’s path. It might keep us from getting noticed. Keep an eye on that ship. Hirin, you still have the chair. I’m going to talk to the only person on board who might know more about PrimeCorp than I do.” And I headed for the quarters where we were holding, more or less successfully, Jahelia Sord.

I shut down the enhanced plasma bar that Viss and Baden had reconfigured, and knocked on the door. No answer. I knocked again, a little more sharply. The logical part of my brain suggested that maybe she was asleep, but the cynical part had gone way past that. It was thinking that she’d done it again.

I opened the door cautiously, in case she was waiting to jump me. That seemed too unsubtle for her, but one never knew. I was beginning to think I understood her, which is a dangerous thing to think about your enemy, especially one who’s your prisoner.

The room was empty. It wasn’t one with access to the secret lockers, so there weren’t many places she could hide. Not any, in fact. I moved outside the room and stood, trying to decide what to do next. I didn’t want to initiate a full-scale search, because we were starting to look like incompetents. My crew didn’t need more frustrations.

It wasn’t a terribly big ship, but Sord could be in a number of places. Any of the other quarters, for a start, since no-one locked their doors. The galley, the head. The First Aid station, although she probably didn’t know how to get there through the storage room behind the head, so the only other way would be through the bridge. The engineering deck, although she’d have to get past Viss. The cargo pods.

I started down the hatchway leading to the cargo area. Something told me she’d be there, waiting to be found, strolling the catwalk or doing something equally relaxed. She wasn’t trying to escape; there was nowhere to go. Her chances of commandeering the ship with this crew on board were next to nil, and she had to know that. But it wasn’t in her nature to let herself be caged, and she had to let me know that.

I deliberately tried to sneak down the ladder past Viss, and managed it; not that difficult if you watched for your chance. I saw her as soon as I emerged into the cargo pod. She was engaged in a smooth, flowing workout I recognized, after a few moments, as the Vilisian martial art of zelendu. She didn’t have a staff, but had improvised one from a long broom handle. She’d rolled up her pant legs and shed her boots, reminding me of Rei when we sparred. Her grey t-shirt showed dark sweat blotches.

“Hello, Captain,” she said easily, continuing to move her arms, legs, and makeshift staff in the controlled, precise movements of the form. Her breathing came smooth and easy. “I hope you don’t mind my taking advantage of the peace and quiet down here. And the space. My room really isn’t big enough for a good workout.”

“I get the feeling,” I said, stopping a short distance from her (well out of reach of the broom handle) and crossing my arms, “that it wouldn’t matter much if I did mind.”

She laughed. “I’m not very good at taking orders from someone who isn’t paying me, I’ll admit.”

“Was that a problem at the Protectorate akademio?”

“Not really.” She studied me intently while her arms twisted the staff through a complicated block and stroke. “You checked up on me.”

“Does that really surprise you?”

“I suppose not. I’m almost finished, and then I’ll go back to my room like a good girl.”

“You should spar with Maja some time,” I told her. “She has a silver crest in warrior chi.”

“That would be an interesting engagement,” she said, not missing a beat. “But I think she might enjoy it too much.”

I sat on a small empty cargo crate. “How much do you know about PrimeCorp’s activities?”

“Interrogation time again, is it?”

“Just a few questions.”

She finished the form and clipped the broom handle into its holder on the bay wall. “You’re bound to be disappointed. I already told you, I’m nothing but a messenger—and a snoop, I suppose. Not in the confidences of the high and mighty.” She bent low, languidly stretching out the muscles in her legs and back. Her dark curls clung to her neck.

“Would you be surprised if I told you that PrimeCorp appears to have interests outside of Nearspace?”

She laughed and straightened. “Outside of Nearspace? What’s outside of Nearspace? All this, I suppose. Chron and crows. Not much here for PrimeCorp.”

“The Corvids have tech that I’ll bet PrimeCorp would love to get its hands on.”

“Well, sure. I’ve thought of that, myself. They’d pay well—more than well—for new tech. But the only way to get to it would be through the Protectorate, once a new wormhole opened up for trade. There’d be reams of treaty negotiations to go through before that happened.”

“Unless someone could smuggle it into Nearspace.”

She shrugged. “Sure. But no-one even knew where that second wormhole led before we went through it.” She started toward the hatchway ladder, but I didn’t get up yet.

“Now, how do you know that? You weren’t in the system very long before that Chron ship came through and all hell broke loose.”

She turned to face me, a smile twitching at the corners of her lips.

I shook my head. “Never mind. You probably had a data miner on the Domtaw before it blew up.”

Jahelia Sord laughed. “Very good, Captain. The data miner, sure, I launched that as soon as I entered the system. Protectorate wire block codes aren’t changed all that often. You might want to mention that to your dear brother when we get home.”

I got up and walked toward the ladder, watching her. “So if I were to tell you that we’re still in the first Chron system, but we’ve spotted a PrimeCorp ship, you’d be as surprised as anyone?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Surprised? It would shock the hell out of me if you found a PrimeCorp ship in this system. Is there? A PrimeCorp ship out there?”

“There is,” I said, “and if you try and contact them or signal them in any way, all they’ll find of you is a dead body shot out the jettison tube.”

“I think you mean that,” she said, staring at me with narrowed eyes.

“Oh, be sure I do.”

She gave me one more appraising survey, then said, “Captain, how are you feeling? Physically, I mean.”

It was so unexpected I don’t know how much my face gave away before I answered. “Fine. Why do you ask?”

She shrugged again. “I know you’re sick. I suspect your nanos are failing.”

For the space of a few heartbeats, I stood dumbstruck. Questions fought for precedence in my mind, a new one scrambling to the top before I could ask the one before it. How could she know anything about that? How much did she know? Finally I realized that she could have listened in on any number of conversations on the ship before I knew she had the capability. She could be fishing for information. “You didn’t get that from Alin Sedmamin.”

“No, I didn’t.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Unfortunately, I’ve seen something like this before.”

She was bluffing—had to be. I crossed my arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sord, but I wish you’d stop playing games.”

“Oh, this is no game,” she said. “If you don’t want to talk about it, fine. But tell me one thing—have the nosebleeds started yet?” She didn’t wait for my answer, but turned and started to climb the ladder to the upper decks.

A chill of fear froze me in place. I wanted to reach up and grab her, haul her down, and demand she tell me what she meant. What could she possibly know about what was happening to me?

Hirin’s voice over the ship’s comm stopped me. “Luta, where are you? Everything okej?”

I thumbed my implant. “Coming.” I pressed my lips together, stifling what I wanted to ask Jahelia Sord. We had bigger problems than her games and my headaches and nosebleeds. Whatever I wanted to know from Jahelia Sord would have to wait.

Wordlessly I followed her up the ladder. I almost laughed aloud at the startled frown Viss gave us when we climbed past the engineering deck. For a few seconds, I felt better, but it didn’t last.

 

 


Chapter 27 – Jahelia
What Pita Knew

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LUTA PAIXON DOES not like being made to look a fool. But she has a certain dignity about it that I was grudgingly coming to appreciate. She saw me inside my quarters and shut the door on me, but she didn’t even bother to put the plasma bar back in place. I knew she’d send one of the crew to try and find out how I’d bypassed it, but she wouldn’t replace it herself, knowing it was useless. That had a certain class.

As soon as her footsteps faded away down the corridor, I snatched up the throat mic and earbuds. “Pita? You’ll never guess what Paixon told me!”

“That they found a PrimeCorp ship?” she said in a bored voice.

Oh, right. I’d left her monitoring the ship’s comm, so she’d heard everything from the bridge already.

“What the hell is it doing here? How did it get here?”

“Through a wormhole?”

“Ha, ha. Come on, Pita. This is big! If I could get a message to them—”

“If you try to get a message to them, you’ll be dead,” Pita told me flatly. “I heard what Paixon said, didn’t you? You think she was bluffing?”

I pursed my lips. “No, I get the impression that she doesn’t bluff.”

“Anyway, whoever’s on that ship probably doesn’t even know who you are. It’s not like you and Alin Sedmamin are best pals or anything.”

“Good point.” I collapsed onto the bed. “But what are they doing here?”

“That’s what everyone wants to know.”

I got up and paced the room. Ideas and plans flashed through my brain, each one replaced by the next as quickly as it bloomed. What would PrimeCorp pay to make sure their presence in Chron space stayed secret? Would they still be interested in Corvid tech, assuming I could get my hands on some, or the specs? Did I have any other information that might be even more useful to them now? The secret to the Corvid asteroids? The Corvid revelations about the nature of wormholes?

At that point in my musings I bumped up against the realization that had hit me when Paixon came and found me in the cargo pod. The only way I could capitalize on any of this was if I—and necessarily, the Tane Ikai—reached Nearspace in one piece. Which meant keeping Luta Paixon from doing something stupid and noble like trying to confront PrimeCorp here. I sighed. I might have to put my dislike for the woman aside and actually pretend to work with her.

And then it struck me that Pita had said something important. She thought she didn’t know what PrimeCorp could be doing here, but there was actually a good chance that she did know. She just didn’t realize it.

“Pita, how many of those classified files from the PrimeCorp main hub system have you actually cracked?”

A pause. “About half, why?”

“I’m wondering if there could be something that might explain why PrimeCorp is in Chron space?”

“Hmmm. Good idea. I’ll start checking.”

“Put a list of the decrypted ones on the screen, and I’ll go through them, too.”

The process took a while, since many of the file names weren’t terribly descriptive of their contents, and Pita hadn’t been discriminating about the files she’d grabbed. I couldn’t blame her, though, since I hadn’t told her to search for anything in particular. I’d really only wanted to see if she’d do it. If something came in handy later, great, but I didn’t have any high expectations that she’d find anything she could crack, anyway. She’d surprised me on that one.

So I sorted through financial reports (obviously a second set of books), employee records, dossiers on other corporations, product specs (some for illegal tech), manufacturing records, inventory sheets, shipping manifests, and archived press releases until my eyes burned and a tight knot of pain had settled behind my eyes. I had a fistful of leverage if I ever wanted to blackmail Alin Sedmamin, but nothing about the Chron.

And then suddenly, there it was. Something that made me consider that I might want to start distancing myself from PrimeCorp as soon as I possibly could.

 

 


Chapter 28 – Luta
The Enemy of my Enemy

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I LEFT SORD in her quarters, not deigning to reactivate the useless plasma bar. I didn’t know how she’d turned it off, but someone else could worry about that. As I entered the bridge, I got a close-up view of the asteroid we were hiding behind. The massive grey rock was shaped like a long potato, its surface pocked with the craters of hundreds of impacts. It tumbled in a slow, balletic dance through the vacuum. Baden turned to tell me something, but I held up a hand.

“As soon as the current crisis has passed, would someone come up with something better for keeping Ms. Sord in her quarters? I had to hunt her down on the cargo deck and interrupt her workout.”

Viss made an inarticulate noise over the ship’s comm and swore under his breath. “Could I tie her into a skimchair here on engineering?”

“I don’t think we’re quite there yet, Viss, but I’ll keep the suggestion in mind. Also, she’s probably listening in to every word we say, so let’s remember that, too. Baden, you can try to cut off her access, but I think it’s a lost cause. If you can figure out how she’s doing what she’s doing—I’d love to hear it.”

I sat in an empty skimchair, motioning to Hirin to stay where he was in the big chair. “What’s happening now?”

“PrimeCorp ship is stationary. She appears to be live, not derelict, no drift that I can detect. But not going anywhere, either,” Yuskeya said.

“Scanning? Running data? Collecting samples?”

“Well, they could be running data. No one seems to be EVA. It’s like they’re waiting for something.”

“Or someone. Us?”

Yuskeya shrugged. “How could they even know we were coming?”

I chewed my lower lip. I didn’t trust Sord, but I couldn’t truly imagine she could have anything to do with it. “We can try to sneak around them, but I’m damned curious about what—”

“New ship has entered scan range,” Yuskeya announced.

“Toward us?” I held my breath.

Yuskeya’s fingers tapped across her console. “They appear to be on a course for the PrimeCorp ship. And the new one—” she paused.

“What?”

“It’s Chron.”

My heartbeat felt suddenly fluttery, and my chest tightened, as if a band had drawn around it, too tight. I took a few deep breaths, calming the sensation. A clinical part of my brain added heart palpitations, shortness of breath to my growing list of symptoms. I’d have quite a litany to report to Mother, if we made it home to Nearspace in time.

“Stay with the asteroid,” I said, as Hirin said, “Hold course.” Our eyes met, and we smiled weakly at each other.

Rei said, “Aye,” and nothing more, keeping her eyes studiously on the board.

We still didn’t have a good visual on the ships, but the bridge was silent as we watched the two dots draw closer together. Were they about to engage in battle? Trade? Talk? But very simply, the Chron ship met up with the PrimeCorp ship and stopped.

“Tell me what I’m seeing here, somebody,” I said finally.

“It is what it looks like,” Yuskeya said, her voice tight. “PrimeCorp is apparently in contact with the Chron. The Protectorate will bury them when they find out about this.” She almost whispered the last sentence, but we all heard it.

“Well, we’d better make sure we get out of this system in one piece so that there’s evidence of it,” Baden said. “I’ll bet the last thing they want is a ship full of witnesses.”

“I’d give a good bit to listen in,” I said. “But how are they managing to talk at all? Cerevare? What do you make of it?”

The Lobor historian shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense to me. That was one of the reasons I was so excited about discovering the Chron artifact moon—it might shed some light on the language.”

“And I didn’t think the Chron were any too interested in learning to speak Esper, when they were trying to kill off everyone who spoke it,” Rei added.

“Can we try to pick up any of the communication that’s passing between them?” Maja asked.

“You’re beginning to sound like Baden,” I told her. She smiled weakly.

“That’s my girl,” Baden said, but shook his head. “We’re too far out, and if we go closer, we risk being noticed.”

“Come on, folks, you’re not thinking this through,” came a voice from the rear of the bridge.

I didn’t even turn around. “I wondered how long it would take you to get here, Sord. You might as well come in and sit down where I can see you.”

She sauntered onto the bridge like she owned it, datapad in hand, sliding into one of the empty skimchairs at a research console.

“I thought you said you’d be surprised to find a PrimeCorp ship out here,” I said.

She grinned, mischief evident in her brown eyes. “What I actually said was that it would shock me if you found one. I didn’t think, if they were here, that they’d be that careless, hanging around in plain sight for anyone who happened to pop through a wormhole.”

I felt my hands clench into fists, and forced them to relax. Absolutely the most annoying person I’d ever met. “So, what do you think they’re talking about?”

Jahelia Sord shrugged. “I can’t guess specifics, but knowing PrimeCorp, I’d have to guess they’re making some kind of deal. That’s what PrimeCorp does.”

I thought about it. “So if PrimeCorp is carrying out a secret wormhole exploration project—”

Hirin nodded. “Like I said, it’s what they started out doing. That’s how they came to control so many planets in Nearspace; they funded the explorers, and got to the planets first.”

“And if they keep some of their discoveries secret—what if they’ve always done that? They can afford to pay the explorers to keep their mouths shut—”

“Or get rid of them if they won’t,” Jahelia Sord noted.

“I don’t doubt it,” Hirin said.

“Then they can explore those new systems themselves, and mine them for resources without conforming to Nearspace regulations,” I continued. “Maybe even make contact with species that live there.”

“Yeah, and get tech ideas or specs, or the complete technology from them,” Baden said. “Turn around and manufacture it in Nearspace as their own invention or discovery, instead of setting up trade with the real developers.”

“Captain,” Cerevare said. She’d been quiet through most of the discussion, but her eyes now were very dark and very serious. “PrimeCorp developed the first burst drive prototype not long after the Chron war. Supposedly it was in response to the fact that the Chron ships were so much faster than our own, and it was a significant factor in our vulnerability to them.”

“And Fha said something—about our burst drive—” her words echoed back to me. “It is very similar to Chron technology,” I said slowly.

“So you’re thinking that PrimeCorp got the specs for a burst drive from the Chron?” Maja asked.

I nodded. “And then developed it and sold it to the Protectorate—at a high price, of course—as their own invention. And no doubt got applauded for helping the war effort and made mountains of cash.”

“You think PrimeCorp collaborated with the enemy?” Cerevare asked doubtfully.

Hirin chewed his lip thoughtfully. “I don’t know if the Chron would have been amenable to that, would they? According to everything we know, their only goal was to eradicate us.”

“True, I cannot see them cooperating with humans, especially to the point of sharing technology or information with them,” Cerevare agreed.

“You might want to rethink that.” Jahelia Sord held up her datapad, screen turned around to face us. “You don’t want to know how I have this, but it’s a classified file from the PrimeCorp main hub. I didn’t even know I had it until a short time ago.”

“What is it?” I asked, trying to make out the strange symbols on the screen.

“I think,” she said with a wry glance at it, “that it’s a Chron-Esper dictionary. From about a hundred years ago.”

Shocked silence reigned on the bridge until Yuskeya broke it. “Two more ships in range,” she said. “Moving fast, heading for the ones we’re watching. But coming from opposite directions.”

“More Chron?” Hirin asked.

“One of them reads as Chron, Captain,” she said, and I didn’t resent her calling him that at all. He was still in the big chair, and as much as it pained me to admit it, he was the best one to be there right now. “From its trajectory, it could have come from the vicinity of that planet we noticed when we arrived in-system.”

“And the other one?”

She pulled a deep breath. “Unless there’s something wrong with the scans—” She turned to him, frowning. “It’s another PrimeCorp ship.”

Hirin sat back in the chair, tapping his lips with steepled fingers. “What the hell is going on here?”

“PrimeCorp and the first Chron ship are moving,” Yuskeya said.

“Running?” I asked.

She turned to me, frowning. “No. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were taking up—battle positions.”

 

“HOLD US STEADY,” Hirin told Rei. “We don’t want to get caught up in this.”

“I don’t know if we have a choice,” Yuskeya said, glancing up from the nav console, her dark eyes troubled. “Three more ships have entered scan range. All read Chron drive signatures. All coming from the direction of the planet.”

“We should turn around,” Maja said. “We might make it to the wormhole, get to the Corvids—”

“We’d have to navigate the asteroids on the other side,” Hirin reminded her. “We might not get so lucky this time.”

No, we wouldn’t, I thought. I was in far worse shape physically than I’d been short days ago. I didn’t have the coordination to help Rei pilot through another asteroid death trap. Maybe Hirin could—but he was still getting used to his rejuvenated body. If his reflexes were anything but a hundred percent—

“Two of the new ships have broken off and are heading this way,” Yuskeya said. She turned to Hirin. “They must have noticed us.”

Bright flashes of light around the PrimeCorp ship signalled that the first attackers had come within weapons range. The dots on the screen darted and swerved as the ships engaged. I stared at the bright blips of light, wishing I understood the situation better. Whose side were we on? Either one?

“Luta.” Hirin caught my gaze, a question in his eyes. This decision, we had to make together. “How do you want to play this?”

“We don’t have enough information, and we don’t want to get involved.”

“No sense turning back.”

“No. Run for the next wormhole?” I asked. “With the new burst drive, we might make it.”

“Chron ships still coming straight for us,” Yuskeya said.

He nodded once, the time for discussion obviously over. “Rei, engage the burst drive and run for the next wormhole on Fha’s map. Viss, I want weapons online, although I hope we won’t have to use them.”

Rei thrust the ship into a sharp dive down and under the asteroid, then straightened out and hit the burst drive. I was glad I’d been sitting down as the ship leapt under us and the pseudo-gravs fluctuated for a heartbeat. Weightlessness tugged at me, sending my stomach roiling and the blood pounding in my ears. Then the grav stabilized and the skimchair felt solid and reliable underneath me again. My stomach refused to settle, though, and heat rolled over me in waves.

“Merde,” Cerevare swore under her breath, gripping the sides of the console. “What was that?”

“Temporary gravity fluctuation,” Rei assured her. “It won’t happen again.”

“Chron ships are in pursuit,” Yuskeya reported.

“Gaining on us?”

“Not yet.” Her voice sounded grim, as if it were only a matter of time.

“Chron ship is trying to comm us,” Baden said, sounding surprised. He turned in his chair to face Hirin. “I don’t understand the words, but the signal is definitely coming from them.”

“I don’t have to understand them,” Hirin said. “I’m pretty sure they’re telling us stop, or we’ll shoot, or something very similar.”

Jahelia Sord slid her chair closer to Baden’s and held out her datapad. “Here,” she said. “Can you use this to help figure it out?” Cerevare moved to read Sord’s screen, peering over her shoulder at the symbols.

He took it, glancing at the screen. “I don’t know how to match up what I’m hearing with the symbols.”

“Just patch me into the comm channel,” the datapad said in an exasperated voice, and Baden started, almost dropping the thing. “I have a trans-cymatics sound library—”

“What the—”

“Oh,” Jahelia said, “that’s Pita, my AI. She’s right, she can probably help. Do as she says and patch her into the comm.”

“Baden, don’t do that,” I said. I didn’t know what game Jahelia Sord might be playing, but I wasn’t about to let her connect her own datapad to the ship’s system.

Sord turned to me, frowning. Her pridattii wrinkled and crumpled on her face, emphasizing her exasperation. “I’m trying to help. Pita can translate.”

I felt the air on the bridge warming up around me, as if someone had lit a fire. “So you say. You haven’t done a lot to make me trust you, Sord.”

“Don’t be stupid. I don’t want to die out here, any more than you do.”

“Maybe not, but you’d take over this ship in a heartbeat, if you could.” I reached out a hand to Baden. “Here, give it to me, I’ll see what exactly it is.”

He hesitated, eyes fixed on my face, unreadable. “Captain—”

“That’s an order, Baden. Give it here.” My voice was harsh and impatient, far more than I meant it to be.

“Kristos, Captain. Your nose,” said Jahelia Sord.

I felt a warm wetness dribble down over my upper lip and put a hand up, feeling the blood that had betrayed me. Not again.

“Mother! What’s wrong?” Maja pushed up from her skimchair and darted around the corner into First Aid.

“Luta? Are you all right?” Hirin’s voice was thick with worry.

“Never mind me. You deal with the ship.”

Maja hurried back with a clean white cloth and passed it to me. I pressed it to my face, not wanting to meet her eyes and see the worry there.

“Captain—Hirin,” Yuskeya said urgently. “Another Chron ship just appeared on the scan. It’s—it’s ahead of us.”

“Between us and the wormhole?”

“Exactly. And it’s big. Like, as big as a Protectorate Phoenix. I’d say it’s guarding the wormhole.”

“Rock and a hard place,” Hirin said. “Ideas, anyone?”

“Captain,” Cerevare said, excitement evident in her voice, “I think she’s right.” She’d taken out her own datapad and now looked up from the screen. “There’s a file here—”

A brilliant flash lit up the viewscreen. We’d drawn closer to the original firefight since it lay close to our path to the wormhole. The ships continued their deadly dance, and one of them had succumbed. It wasn’t the PrimeCorp ship, but I couldn’t tell which one of the Chron ships, PrimeCorp’s apparent ally or one of the others, had been destroyed.

I held up a hand to the Lobor. “Not now, Cerevare.” Too much was happening, too quickly. I couldn’t focus. The swelling heat of anger blooming in my head seemed ready to burst. Chron chasing us. Chron fighting, against PrimeCorp and more Chron. Chron blocking our way to the wormhole. And Jahelia Sord, claiming she could communicate with them, too? What was going on?

“They’re still comming us,” Baden said. “They sound—I don’t know. Urgent? Angry? Threatening?”

“They’re not going to take the Tane Ikai,” I said suddenly. “Not the Chron, and not PrimeCorp. This is all your fault!” I realized I had shouted it, when I saw Hirin’s shocked face. I’d tossed aside the bloodstained cloth and for some reason grabbed Jahelia Sord by the hair. I stared down at my fist, daubed with blood, pale-tipped black curls spilling from it. Sord swore, instinctively grabbing my wrist with both hands, trying to break my grasp.

And then Rei said something tense and urgent to Hirin about the activator drive, which didn’t make any sense, because we were nowhere near an artifact moon or a ghosted wormhole. Before anyone could move or answer her, the ship’s engines died, their throbbing heartbeat stilled, and we hurtled forward on momentum only. The bridge lights dimmed and failed, leaving ghost images dancing before my eyes. Everyone started shouting at once. On the front and rear viewscreens, two Chron ships drew in closer, as if closing the Tane Ikai in a pincer grip. And then it did feel like something enormous grabbed us, slowing us down. A hum filled the air, a buzzing like insects. I wondered if I was the only one who could hear it.

Suddenly Jahelia Sord’s hands fell limp, away from my wrist, and I let go of her hair, my hand going suddenly too weak to hold onto it. I clutched my datapad to my chest—no, Sord’s datapad, I thought fuzzily—and I was falling as if in slow motion, drifting toward the hard metal decking. I watched as if in a dream as Hirin slumped forward in the big chair, folding in on himself. As I landed with an impact that didn’t feel slow or dreamlike at all, I saw Cerevare’s softly-furred hands hit the decking to break her own fall. Then her head crashed down on them and her usually-bright eyes were unfocused, closing.

And I knew we were lost, lost to the Chron, and I felt a momentary sorrow that I would never have the chance to explain all of this to Lanar and Mother.

 

 


Chapter 29 – Jahelia
Rude Awakening

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONE OF THE many advantages of living with a body full of nanobioscavengers that my father, Berrto Sord, had stolen from PrimeCorp when I was a child, has been an almost total lack of pain. I mean, sure, it hurts if I kick a wall during a zelendu workout, or knock my elbow against the corner of a desk. A punch in the face is a punch in the face. But none of it hurts for long. Even the time I dislocated my shoulder during a fight with Ramesis Smith at the akademio, the pain only lasted for about five minutes before the nanos blocked it. The pain I repaid him lasted a lot longer, I can guarantee.

Waking up after the Chron hit us with—whatever it was that put us all out—I learned what pain really was. I understood, suddenly, even before I opened my eyes, what the term “splitting headache” meant. I was afraid, literally afraid, to open my eyes in case that made it worse.

So I took stock of my surroundings, as much as I could, before I cracked an eyelid. I lay on something soft, but solid underneath, like a thin sleeping pad you might take on a camping trip. I had a sense of open space around me, but not outdoor space—a decent-sized room, I decided. The temperature was comfortable, neither warm nor cold. It smelled a little like the locker rooms at the Protectorate akademio—not exactly sweaty or unpleasant, but definitely inhabited by other humans. In fact, if I strained my ears, I thought I could hear the sounds of someone else—maybe several someones—breathing deep and steady nearby. Weirdly, my left arm, from elbow to wrist, felt as if it were encased in some kind of cast. The sleeve of my jacket bunched uncomfortably around my upper arm, as if it had been pushed up out of the way.

The unexpected touch of something cold and metallic on my forehead startled me and my eyes flew open. And there was the echo of my childhood nightmare.

A tall humanoid bent over me. It hadn’t said anything, must have moved with absolute silence since I hadn’t even been aware of its presence. Pale, chitinous plates covered its face, forming sharp planes and angles, sweeping up to a many-pointed bone crest at the back of the hairless head. Deep-set turquoise eyes with diagonally slitted pupils regarded me from the depths of the eye sockets. It wore a plain dark uniform of close-fitting fabric with strange symbols running down one sleeve.

And just like in a nightmare, an unforgiving paralysis gripped me. I couldn’t scream, couldn’t move, couldn’t knock away the chill weapon the creature held to my forehead. I was about to die and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it.

The thing it held to my forehead twitched, and between one thudding heartbeat and the next, my headache was gone. So was my paralysis. I threw myself away from the alien, fetching up against a cool metal wall I hadn’t realized was so close behind me. Pain bloomed anew in my right knee as it bashed into the metal plating. Somehow I scrambled to my feet on the cot and put my back against the wall, throwing my hands up in a block. I’d been right—a hard shell of greenish plastic or resin sheathed my left forearm. I stood looking down at the alien, my heart bucking, breaths coming short and fast.

It hadn’t moved, didn’t seem at all alarmed at my reaction. Now it merely shook its head at me. The thing in its hand seemed like a typical med injector. Slowly it backed to the door of the cell—because it was a cell, I realized now, complete with bars and a view across the corridor and through the left-hand wall into other cells. The wall behind me and the one to my right were solid metal; in front of me were bars and a door that led into a corridor perhaps six feet wide. To my left the bars created a divider between my cell and the next one. Beyond that were more. Across the corridor, the cells mirrored those on this side. The corridor stretched off to the left of my cell, and even from inside I could tell that it swung in an inward curve. Space station, my brain immediately suggested, and I imagined a torus shape with rooms laid out around the ring.

The alien touched a hand to a darker grey band about six inches wide on one of the cell door bars. The door swung open silently and the alien slipped out without turning its back on me, then pulled it closed again.

I wiped a shaky hand across my mouth and slid down the wall to sit, cross-legged, on the bed. That was a mistake and I grimaced, straightening my right leg. My knee throbbed painfully, in time with my heartbeat. I still felt rotten, despite the removal of the debilitating headache. Where the hell am I, and what the hell was that thing?

Whatever it was, it bent over a small trolley it had apparently left waiting in the corridor, swapping out the injector it had used on me for another one. It moved to open the door of the cell on the other side of the corridor, where Luta Paixon slept on a cot identical to mine, in an identical cell. A green cast sheathed her left arm as well. In the cell to my left, the engineer, Viss, lay silent and unmoving on his own cot, once again with his left arm encased.

“Captain!” I shouted, practically before I’d even realized that I had the power of speech again. The alien put a hand to a similar grey band on one of the bars, and the door swung open. It entered her cell. My voice echoed eerily, but apparently didn’t penetrate the sleeping woman’s unconsciousness. She didn’t move as the alien crossed to her cot, injector in hand.

I slid off the cot, hissing as my right foot hit the floor and pain lanced my knee again. Come on, bioscavs, get to work.  I don’t have time for this. Limping, I reached the cell door and took hold of two of the bars. “Paixon! Captain! Wake up!” Not expecting any success, I touched the grey band with my palm. Predictably, nothing happened. I obviously didn’t have the right chemical composition, palmprint, body heat, implant, or whatever it was that triggered the door lock for the alien.

Paixon didn’t stir, even when the alien pressed the injector to her forehead. The captain slept on. The alien turned to study me, seeming puzzled. It chattered what I assumed must be a question, but I had about as much chance of understanding it as I did of turning into a butterfly and fluttering out of the cell. The alien’s speech sounded like birds chirping and insects clicking and I don’t know what else. It sure as hell wasn’t Esper.

I shook my head. “I don’t understand you.”

The blue eyes fastened on me as the alien left Paixon’s cell and returned to its medical cart. It wheeled the cart along to the cell next to Paixon’s. The fall of blonde hair made it easy for me to identify Maja, out cold like everyone else from the Tane Ikai.

The ship. What had they done with the ship?

And then, Pita. How would I manage without her? I glanced around my cell, but I wasn’t really expecting that my datapad had come along with me. I hadn’t even had it when they’d knocked us out—Paixon had, and she’d been in the grip of one of her crazy paranoid episodes. If we’d had Pita, at least we might have a chance of communicating with the Chron. They hadn’t killed us outright. That had to be a good thing, didn’t it? In the war, the Chron had never taken prisoners. They simply killed.

Maja yelped from her cell, and I knew she’d been awakened as I had. As I watched, though, she slid off the cot and into a defensive crouch. Much more presence of mind than I’d shown, I thought jealously. There was more to her than I’d thought. Megero.

As it had done with me, the alien backed out of the cell. What would it do, I wondered, if one of us woke up with even more sense, and attacked it?

“Mother?” Maja called through the bars of her cell to Paixon.

“She didn’t wake up,” I told her.

She turned to me, blue eyes appraising. “Maybe it didn’t do—whatever it just did—to her yet.”

“It did. I watched it. But she didn’t come out of it like we did.”

“Mother, wake up!” she tried again, turning her attention from me. No response.

“Maybe it’s her illness—the nanos,” I said.

“What do you know about that?” Maja asked me impatiently. “It’s none of your business, anyway.”

“I know plenty,” I told her. “And it’s my business if it gets us killed or stops us from getting home. Like I keep saying, I’m stuck in the same situation as everybody else.”

“Well, whose fault is that? You—”

Whatever else she might have said was interrupted by a yell from the cell next to mine. The alien had crossed the hall again, and applied the device to Viss. He had the best reaction yet, though. After his initial startle, his right hand shot out to grasp the alien’s arm.

At least, that was his intention. About an inch from the chitinous skin, his fingers stopped as if they’d hit a wall. Yellow light flared from the point where his skin had contacted—what? Some kind of protective force field, I guessed. He hissed and snatched his hand away, shaking it as if he’d been shocked. The alien withdrew fromViss’ cell even more hurriedly than it had left mine or Maja’s.

That answered the question of why the alien felt safe to wake us up all on its own, anyway. We apparently couldn’t touch it if we tried.

One by one it went like that, as far and farther down the line than I could easily see. Maja kept trying to rouse her mother, to no avail. Everyone who woke had the same questions, remembered succumbing on the bridge of the ship, and then nothing. We all had the same hard greenish sheath on our left arms, covering our chip implants and making communication via them impossible. Baden Methyr, Paixon’s husband—Gramps, as I thought of him—and the Protectorate officer Yuskeya all had their datapads in their cells with them, for all the good they did them. The devices were standalone functional, but couldn’t establish a connection to the Tane Ikai’s comm.

“Why would they leave us these?” Hirin said.

Rei answered him. “They probably know they’re harmless—I mean, you couldn’t even hit someone with one and leave much of a dent.”

“Looks like they brought along anything we had with us,” Hirin agreed. “Maybe they don’t know what they do.”

“I think we have to assume they understand a lot,” Maja said, gesturing to her encased arm. “They made sure we’re cut off from outside communication.”

Viss tapped his sheathed arm against one of the cell bars. It made only a dull thud, not the sharp sound I expected. “Hey, look at that,” he said. He repeated the motion, harder this time. “The material softens on impact, absorbing the energy. Then it solidifies again right away.”

“So you could hit someone with it, but it wouldn’t hurt them?” Maja asked.

The engineer sounded glum when he answered. “Yeah, I guess so.”

The alien paid no apparent attention to the discussions between the prisoners. I casually slid a hand in my pocket and rubbed the cool metal of the multi-tool the aliens hadn’t bothered to take away from me. Maybe they’d left it on purpose—it wasn’t much of a weapon, to be sure—or maybe they’d missed it. Either way, I kept my mouth shut about it.

The Erian pilot, Rei, was in the cell beyond Viss. There was some mild scuffle when she was awakened as well, but after she’d recovered from the initial disorientation, she said, “Where’s Cerevare?”

Maja turned from her fixation on the Captain and peered down the lines of cells. “She’s not here. I thought she must be in that cell beyond Gerazan—”

Yuskeya was at the secured door of her cell. “No, that one’s empty,” she confirmed. “Cerevare’s not here.”

“Was she here when they woke you, Sord?” she asked me.

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I assumed that everyone from the ship was here. If they took her out of here, it was before I was awake.”

Once Baden, at the end of my row of cells and the last to be woken, had been revived, the alien returned to Paixon’s cell. It stood outside, one hand resting on the door, studying the Captain or thinking or doing something alien and inscrutable. Then it went into her cell again. It appeared to take readings or scans, then returned to the corridor, collected the medical cart, and wheeled it through a doorway and out of sight. A door somewhere beyond opened and closed.

Maja sagged against the bars of her cell, leaning her head against the cool material. It wasn’t metal, but it had been smooth and slightly chill under my fingers. By this time, I’d investigated my cell thoroughly. The only piece of furniture in it was the cot. There was also a device that seemed to be for the collection of waste, but I didn’t consider that furniture. The rear wall held a gadget that dispensed cold water. I’d also examined the casing on my arm. It appeared to be seamless, but had one small wavy-shaped opening on the underside. I assumed the right sort of key would open it.

“What did you mean,” she asked finally, “when you said you knew plenty about my mother’s illness?”

I shrugged. “I knew someone else who had the same thing.”

“It couldn’t have been the same thing,” she argued. “No-one else—well, hardly anyone else—has the same nanos.”

“So, maybe not the exact same thing,” I said, shaking my head, “but damned close. Sweats, headaches, nosebleeds, paranoia, irrational anger—and she had nanos in her system, for years. The symptoms came on when the nanos’ programming failed.”

She was quiet for a long moment, staring at Paixon’s still form. “Who was it?” she asked finally.

In a weird way, it felt good to tell someone about it after all these years. “My mother.”

Maja turned to me, a puzzled frown scoring her forehead. “Who are you, Sord?”

I spoke before I thought about it. “Your grandmother wasn’t the only person who worked for PrimeCorp, you know.”

She stared at me, still frowning, then her face softened and she asked, “What happened to her? Your mother?”

I studied  Captain Paixon for a long moment. I’d started out wanting to hurt both of these women. I’d wanted to use them to get to Paixon’s own mother, to get a payback that had never been really clear to me and seemed even less clear now. When had things changed? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t say anything for a long moment, but when I did speak, it wasn’t to hurt Maja, or anyone. It was only the truth.

“She died.”

 

THE DOOR DOWN the hallway opened again, and this time two of the aliens came into view. Their uniforms seemed identical to the first one, but one had pale raspberry-coloured skin, and their bone crests showed noticeable variations. The medical cart had been swapped for a wheeled gurney. They stopped outside Captain Paixon’s cell and opened it.

“What are you doing?” Maja demanded.

They ignored her. It was pretty obvious to me what they were doing—they were taking the captain out of here.

Hirin called from down the line of cells. “What’s happening?”

“They’re taking Mother,” Maja answered, her voice hovering on the edge of hysterical. “Stop! Where are you taking her?”

But the aliens were clearly not interested in conversing with Maja or anyone else here—or they couldn’t understand a word we were saying anyway. With businesslike efficiency they transferred Paixon to the gurney, lifting her, I noticed, with care. What really caught my attention wasn’t their bedside manner, though. Along with the Captain, they picked up and deposited on the gurney with her . . . a datapad.

My datapad. Pita.

If I could get her back, we might have a chance.

 


Chapter 30 – Jahelia
Completely Freneza

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“WE HAVE TO do something,” Maja said again. Frankly, I was getting tired of listening to her. She wasn’t whining, but she wasn’t coming up with any concrete, workable plans, either. She paced her cell like a caged animal, sparking with anger and frustrated energy.

In the cell next to mine, Viss Feron had prowled and investigated every inch of floor, every bar that formed the walls. I’d sat on my bed, nursing my sore knee and trying to stay calm, and watched him check under the cot, investigate the water dispenser built into the rear wall, and examine the waste-collection device. He was the picture of control, but a muscle worked at the side of his jaw, betraying . . . something. His search apparently yielded nothing of use.

“We have to get out of here, is what we have to do,” I told Maja. “But I don’t see a way to do that, do you?”

She glared at me. “You don’t seem to be trying very hard. At least the rest of us have searched the cells. All you do is sit there.”

“Did any of you find anything useful?”

She didn’t answer.

“I already looked, when I first woke up. I’m more interested in this: what do you think controls the force fields? Hey, Engineering, did you notice anything when you tried to grab that one and got zapped?”

Viss eyed me coldly—I suppose I could start calling him by his real name, now we were captives of an alien race together. I’ve never been that good at social etiquette.

“No,” he said finally. “I don’t know what generated it.”

“Does anyone else think they might be listening to us?” Yuskeya said from down the corridor. “It might be wise not to let them know everything we’re thinking.”

I chuckled. “What are we going to do, play a game of mesaĝo? I’ll whisper to Viss, and he can whisper to Rei, who’ll whisper to—”

“Oh, shut up, Sord. Does everything have to be a joke to you?” I couldn’t see Baden very well through the intervening cells, but his words stung a little. I’d heard him cracking jokes at stressful moments. But oh, no, don’t let the outsider play.

“Well, let’s put it to the test, shall we?” I said. “The next time one of these aliens comes into my cell, I’ll make a grab for it and see what happens. Viss, you’re close enough to observe, so you can tell us afterward if you notice anything. And if they seem to be taking more precautions the next visit, we’ll know they heard me.”

“That’s crazy. You don’t know what they’ll do. They might kill you,” Maja said.

“Well, that’ll be one less thing for you all to worry about.”

It wasn’t that I felt particularly brave—or suicidal. But I wasn’t prepared to tag along like a little kid, either. If we were going to escape, I wanted a piece of the action. I wouldn’t sit here and wait to be rescued.

Silence descended then, except for someone having a low-voiced discussion through the bars of their adjoining cells, somewhere down the row. Yuskeya and Baden, maybe. Across the corridor from them, the Protectorate cryptographer sat on his own cot, his head resting against the wall, eyes closed. It was possible he understood some of the language, but if he did, he was keeping it close to his chest. Maybe whatever they’d said troubled him. No, I thought, he’d share it if he knew, with Yuskeya if no-one else. She was technically his commanding officer, so he’d feel bound to report. I figured he must not have had enough time to learn conversational Chron.

I got to test my theory about the force fields very soon after that. The door to the corridor opened and closed again, and two Chron appeared, pushing a cart. Not the medical one this time, but one that appeared, from the aroma that came with it, to be carrying food. So they didn’t plan to starve us. That was a good thing.

I stayed seated on the cot, legs dangling, trying to appear relaxed as they stopped outside my cell. I couldn’t tell if either of these was the one who’d originally woken me, but I thought not. There wasn’t much to tell them apart at first glance, but now that I was able to study them from a more detached viewpoint, the variations in the shapes and ridges of their bone crests was easier to see. The chitinous plates on their faces revealed similar deviations in form and colour, subtly distinguishing one from another—once you knew what to look for. I wondered if our appearance was as homogeneous to them.

Their uniforms were the same plain dark one-piece suits that the first one had worn, with white symbols spilling down one sleeve. Either all those we had seen were males, or the females were flat-chested, like the Lobors. As I watched them, one unloading a food tray while the other did something to release the door, I noticed something else, too. Each wore a small round pin or button of some kind, attached to the fabric of their sleeve, tucked in the crook of the elbow.

I glanced over at Viss in the next cell. He watched both me and the aliens intently. Surreptitiously, I pointed at the crook of my own elbow. He nodded slightly to indicate that he’d seen, as well.

“Hola!” I said to the alien cheerily, as it approached me with the tray. The cell had no table or chair, only the cot for furniture. I wondered if the Chron would come close enough to put it down on the cot, or leave it on the floor. “What’s for supper? It smells delicious.”

The Chron chitter-whistled something at me in response, although I didn’t know if it had understood a word I’d said in Esper. It did come as far as the cot and slid the tray onto the end. Perhaps I’d alleviated its suspicions by speaking to it or not appearing interested in leaving the cot, or maybe it felt more secure with a friend nearby. Whatever the reason, it turned away from me as I’d hoped it would.

Before it took two steps toward the cell door, I launched myself off the cot and tackled the alien. I landed on its back, my arms around its neck.

I’ll admit I screamed when the force field lit up. It felt like I’d grabbed a live charging cable on a docking bay floor and plugged it into me instead of into a ship. Brilliant yellow light blazed and the shock raced up both arms, meeting in my chest with a blast that threatened to stop my heart. Somewhere an alarm bleated out a warning. I knew I hadn’t actually touched the Chron—the field had precluded contact, but not the impact. The Chron fell to its knees.

I slid off the alien, boneless and weak in the wake of the jolt I’d taken. It flipped around to watch me and scuttled crablike to the cell door. Its compatriot helped it to its feet and slammed the door shut once it was outside. They chattered something to me. I ignored it. One of them pressed something on the cart and the alarm stopped. I lay on the floor and panted, waiting for the feeling in my arms to return. I laughed weakly.

“Hey, Engineering, you notice anything?”

“Yeah, I noticed you’re crazy, Sord,” he said. “Completely freneza. Another stunt like that and you could get us all killed, not just your own sorry-ass self.”

But I knew he’d seen what I did when the Chron’s arms had flown up in surprise at my tackle. The little round pin had flared with golden light, too, activated by my proximity. It had to be the controller for the force field. And knowing what controlled it was one step closer to knowing how to disable it.

 

THE TWO CHRON continued down the corridor, now only opening the cell doors and slipping the trays inside. They didn’t linger at any of the cells, merely completed their job and left. By the time they got to my cell on their way out, I’d managed to sit up again, leaning my back against the solid rear wall of my cell. The one I’d jumped turned an inscrutable stare on me. I gave a little wave. It turned away without blinking.

Maja retrieved her supper tray and uncovered it. “Huh,” she said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear this food came from the Tane Ikai. We had a good supply of pasta and tomato sauce, and that’s what this is.”

Viss uncovered his and nodded. “It’s a little hard to believe it’s a classic Chron dish as well.”

“Do we trust them?” Baden asked from further down the hallway. “Think it’s safe to eat?”

Hirin said, “I think we can eat it. As Luta said about the Corvids, if they wanted us dead, we’d be dead. I can’t see any point in poisoning us at this point. And I’m starved,” he added. Through the intervening bars I saw him take a bite.

Well, it did smell good. I crawled over to my cot, pulled myself up, and sat on the edge. My hands still felt slightly numb, but it didn’t seem like the shock had done any permanent damage. My knee, where I’d bashed it into the wall, throbbed like a bastardo, but there was nothing I could do about that. Like the others, my tray held a plate of spaghetti and a shallow bowl filled with the sauce. The cells were quiet as we all ate. I didn’t know how long we’d been unconscious before the Chron had awakened me, but it must have been a while. Hirin was right about being hungry. I ate in a wholly less than ladylike fashion.

When I was finished, I said, “So, anyone have any theories about where we are?”

Viss said, “Space station, judging by the curve of that corridor.”

“That was my thought, too.”

“Not a ship,” Maja said from across the hall. “There’s no sensation of motion, or engines.”

“Could be a really, really big ship,” I suggested, but I didn’t really mean it.

“How far did they bring us?” Baden said. “We didn’t read any stations in the system, did we?”

Further down the corridor, Yuskeya said, “If it’s on the far side of that planet we saw, we might have missed it.”

“Fha said something about stealth technology—maybe it was blocked from our sensors somehow,” Maja added.

“Well, how can we use our newfound knowledge?” I asked, flexing my fingers to ease out the last of the stiffness from the jolt they’d taken.

“That they don’t seem to be listening to us?” Maja asked.

“Don’t seem to be,” Yuskeya echoed. “They could be waiting until we say something really interesting.”

“That’s true,” Hirin mused. “Ms. Sord’s declaration of her intent to attack one of them probably wouldn’t worry them overmuch. They’d know their fields would protect them.”

“Het, Sord, eike tendu si?” Yuskeya Blue’s voice came to me through the cells between us. Viss turned to me quizzically, then glanced at Blue, frowning. I knew only two people in here would have understood what she said—me and Lieutenant Soto. She’d spoken in what was informally called academy cant, the secret language of the Protectorate. And although I hadn’t finished my Protectorate training, I’d picked up enough to converse at a basic level.

Hey, Sord, can you understand me?

Go slow and I can, I told her, the words admittedly hesitant and probably poorly pronounced as I dredged them up from the depths of my brain.

Baden’s next to me. We both have our datapads. We’re wondering if there’s any way we could use them to—I don’t know—short out one of the force fields. You and he—you’re both techdogs. You think about it too.

She had to speak slowly, repeating or substituting some words, but eventually I got it. It wasn’t a bad idea. With the cant, we could probably communicate—some of us, anyway—without the Chron understanding if they were listening in. And the datapads . . . we didn’t know much about the tech the Chron were using, but it might be possible . . . if we opened one up and took out the power supply, rerouted the—

Viss stepped close to the bars that joined our cells and whispered, “What was that about?”

I hobbled over to him, wincing at the pain in my knee. I put my face close to his ear, speaking barely above a breath. “Maybe a way out. Jury-rig the datapads to short out the force field controllers.”

He quirked a half-grin. “Good one. Seems like it would depend a lot on things we don’t control, but I guess it’s worth a try.”

“At this point, anything’s worth a try.”

“What’s with the limp?” he asked in a normal voice. “They hurt you?”

“Naw. Went a round with the wall when they first woke me up. The wall won.”

He nodded, then lowered his voice again. “You saw them try to wake the captain?”

“They used the same device on her. It just didn’t take.”

The engineer’s lips pressed down into a tight, thin line. “First priority if we get out of here has to be finding her.”

“I agree.”

He looked surprised at that, so I added with a grin, “She’s got my datapad.”

“Pfft.” He blew out an inarticulate noise of disgust and turned away from me, crossing the cell to talk to Rei, on the other side.

I didn’t mind. I let my thoughts shift to the datapads. I had work to do.

 


Chapter 31 – Jahelia
Out of the Proverbial Frying Pan

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEY LEFT US to sleep, not returning to pick up the dirty dishes. I don’t think anyone actually slept very much. Everyone was too keyed up to rest, pacing their cells, holding low-voiced conversations with their neighbours, or openly worrying about Paixon and the Lobor. Baden and I held quiet discussions, filtered slowly and painstakingly—sometimes almost painfully, since my academy cant vocabulary was limited—through Yuskeya, on how to cannibalize the datapads for parts and repurpose them.

After a lot of mental arguing with myself, I’d passed my multi-tool to Viss, who’d sent it on down the line to cells to Baden, to help with the job. I hated like hell to give it up, but if it would help—I sighed. If I was in with these people, I might as well be all in. We needed all the help we could get.

It wouldn’t be easy to make an interruptor work—someone would have to get close enough to a Chron to actually touch the controller with it, since we didn’t know what kind of tech it involved. We could only take our best guess, and hope that the two power sources from the datapads would have enough juice to power the interrupt. I thought, having been close enough to see it in action, that the controller itself wasn’t inside the field—the field radiated out from it, all around the edges. So that meant there was an area about an inch in diameter that we’d have to get inside. And would it even work?

But we couldn’t simply sit around and wait.

Finally Baden declared it finished. What he’d taken out of the two datapads and rigged together was small enough to fit in the palm of a hand.

“Pass it up to me, I’ll do it,” I offered, but Yuskeya disagreed.

“They’re going to be more cautious around you now, since you pulled that last stunt,” she said to me in academy cant. Or something to that effect. My translation was still rusty.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” I said. The crew wouldn’t trust me to be the one to actually get free first, anyway. Not that I’d leave the rest of them here. Unless there was no choice. “In that case, I think it should be Maja.”

She glanced up, frowning, at the sound of her name.

“Why Maja?”

“They won’t be as suspicious of her. Especially if she makes out that she’s really broken up about the captain, like, sick with worry.”

“She is sick with worry,” Yuskeya said. It sounded like she was talking through clenched teeth.

“So she’ll be all the more convincing. And I hear she’s trained in warrior chi. Not so helpless as she might appear.”

The Protectorate officer was quiet for a minute, then said grudgingly, “You do have a point. Not that I’d say she looks helpless. One problem, though. The interruptor is on this side of the corridor.”

“The hallway’s not that wide. We could get it across to her.”

“Pfft. Or get it stuck in the middle. Wouldn’t that be not suspicious at all the next time the aliens come in here.”

“Kristos, this whole thing’s a gamble, Protectorate,” I told her. “If you’re in, you might as well be all in. If you think Maja’s got the best chance to use it, then figure out a way to get it to her.”

Maja came to the door of her cell. “What are you saying? I keep hearing my name.”

“Explain it to her, Gerazan,” Yuskeya told the Protectorate Lieutenant. He and Maja met at the bars that joined their cells, and he whispered quickly in her ear.

Her face hardened, and then she smiled. It wasn’t the kind of smile I’d associated with her before. “I can do that,” was all she said.

“Get the interruptor to Viss,” I told Yuskeya. “He’s directly across the hall from Maja. It’s not that wide—they might even be able to pass it across.”

“What if there are cameras in here?” Gerazan Soto asked. “Maybe they’re watching us, as well as listening.”

“Well, if they’re watching us, they saw Baden build the damn thing,” I said. My cant grew more fluent the more I used it, I thought with a grim smile. “I don’t think passing it across the corridor is going to give anything away if they already know about it.”

Gerazan told Maja the plan, and I told Viss. They each moved to the door of their cells, directly across from one another, and stretched an arm out through the bars as far as they could. Perhaps three inches still separated their straining fingertips. Too far. The interruptor was too small to bridge the gap.

“I could slide it across the floor,” Viss muttered to me. I relayed the suggestion to Baden via Yuskeya.

“I don’t know, it’s pretty delicate,” he said. “If it hit the bars it might knock something loose. I figure it’s good for one impact, so that should be against the force field controller.”

“Okay,” Viss said when Yuskeya had translated that to me and I’d whispered it through the bars to him.

He reached up and ripped away the sleeve of his blue shipsuit, pulling the stitches free of the body. It came away trailing broken threads. He laid the piece of fabric on his cot. “I’ll wrap it up in this and slide it across,” he whispered.

“Yeah, no-one’s going to notice that you’ve suddenly got only one sleeve now,” I told him. “That’s not suspicious at all.”

Without a word he tore off the other sleeve and pushed it under the mattress on his cot. “Happy now?”

“Much better.” I switched to cant and said to Yuskeya, “Okej, send it on up. Viss will protect it and get it across the hallway.” Gerazan translated for Maja.

“Hurry up,” Maja hissed. “Now that we’re doing this, I feel like they’re going to show up any minute.”

The interruptor passed from hand to hand up the line of cells, from Baden to Yuskeya to Rei and finally to Viss. He placed the delicate bundle of electronics on the detached sleeve of his shipsuit and wrapped it carefully. Then he pushed it through the bars of the cell, set it on the floor, and shoved it toward Maja’s cell. It slid unerringly across the smooth floor.

I blew my breath out slowly as the bundle fetched up against the bars. Maja pulled it through quickly and crossed to the cot in her own cell, unwrapping it and shoving the sleeve under her mattress as Viss had done with the other one. She set the interruptor on the cot and sat beside it, covering the makeshift gadget with her hand.

“And now we wait,” Yuskeya said.

The words were barely out of her mouth when the door at the end of the hallway clicked open.

 

AGAIN, TWO CHRON had come with a cart. They wore the same plain, androgynous uniforms as all the others we’d seen. I studied the facial plating and bone crests of this pair. I thought they were the same ones who’d been here before.

Sure enough, one stopped outside the door of my cell, pointed to the tray of dirty dishes, and whistle-chattered something. Then it pointed at the floor inside the door. The meaning was clear enough: bring the tray and put it here.

I grinned and complied. Hey, I wanted them at ease so that Maja could work her magic, right? I hoped they wouldn’t try the same thing with her, but as soon as the door at the end of the corridor had opened, she’d crumpled in on herself. She sat with her head hanging down, shoulders hunched, her demeanour emanating defeat. Her blonde hair hung around her face like a veil. I left the tray where they’d indicated and returned to my cot. I put my hands up in an “I surrender” gesture.

“Don’t mind me, folks, I’ve decided to be harmless from now on.”

I’m sure they didn’t understand me, and they kept eyes on me the whole time they opened the door, slid the tray out, and shut the door again. They stowed the tray, then crossed to Maja’s cell and gave her what I assumed to be the same instruction.

She ignored them.

One tried again, raising its voice and knocking the knuckles of a chitin-covered hand against the bars in an attempt to get her attention. She merely hunched over further. It issued the instruction again, and she very deliberately turned away from the aliens, rolling into a fetal position on the cot with her back to them.

I didn’t see how she’d know when to launch her attack from there, but I had to assume she knew what she was doing. One of the Chron made a sound that meant exasperation in any language, opened the door, and entered the cell. Maja had left her tray next to the bars adjoining Gerazan’s cell, and I knew what was about to happen a split second before it did.

Gerazan had been standing at the front of his own cell, ostensibly watching the aliens make their progress down the corridor. As soon as the Chron in Maja’s cell leaned down to retrieve the tray, however, the cryptographer leapt toward it. One arm flashed through the bars, clutching for the bony protuberances at the back of the alien’s head. The impact pulled the alien forward, off-balance. It crashed into the cell bars and then tumbled onto Maja’s tray with a clatter of dishes.

Of course the force field repelled Gerazan, and he staggered away from the bars, shaking his jolted arm. I knew what that felt like and cringed involuntarily. But the distraction gave Maja enough time to move. She dropped off the cot like a cat and sprang toward the Chron. Ducking in under its arm as it scrabbled to regain its feet, she slapped the interruptor into the crook of its elbow. Yellow light flashed hotly around them. I couldn’t tell if it was the force field activating against Maja or flaring as it shorted out.

But Maja wasn’t jolted back. Without a pause she grasped the Chron’s right arm, threw her own up across its chest and neck, and pivoted, rocking her weight forward and pulling the Chron with her. Stunned and off-balance, it had nothing to brace against her with. In one smooth motion she flipped the alien over her shoulder to land with a thump, supine against the unforgiving cell floor. Letting momentum carry her, she rolled over the alien, continuing to pull it with her until it had flipped onto its stomach. She put one knee on its back, scooped one arm around its throat, and with the other hand grasped its bone crest and pulled, forcing its head up.

The other Chron had been slow to react, and was only two steps inside Maja’s cell by the time she stopped and met its eyes. “You want me to break your friend’s neck, take another step,” she said, jerking lightly on the bone crest to emphasize her point.

Even with little or no understanding of Esper, the message was hard to miss. The second Chron stopped and put its hands up, motioning for her to desist. In all probability it could have reached her before she seriously harmed the other one, and used its force field as a weapon by simply throwing itself on her. But either it didn’t think of that or it wasn’t certain enough to risk the other’s life. After what I’d just seen, I wouldn’t bet against Maja being able to break someone’s neck this way—and fast. I was impressed.

Maja motioned with her head toward the rear of her cell. “Over there,” she said.

“I guess we’re not worrying about whether they’re listening in anymore?” I said to no-one in particular.

“Oops,” Maja said. “Oh well, I don’t hear any alarms.”

The Chron complied with Maja’s instructions—which surprised me. I kept waiting for it to break for the cell door, push the alarm button on the cart, take off running—something. But it merely backed up against the wall where she’d told it.

Not taking her eyes off the second Chron, she managed to get the first one to stand and walk over to the cell door. She kept a close grip on its bone crest and her other arm tight around its neck as she pulled the door shut with her foot. Not that the one inside wouldn’t be able to open it with a touch of its palm to the grey band, but for now at least, it stayed against the rear wall, well away from everyone. I wondered if it was actually scared of us, or plotting something. I resolved to keep an eye on it.

They crossed the hallway and stopped outside Viss’s door. “Open it,” Maja said, and Viss tapped a finger on the dark grey band that controlled the door. The Chron reached up a hand and pressed it to the band.

Nothing happened.

Maja gave the Chron a little shake. “Come on, open the door. You did it a minute ago. Don’t mess around now.”

The Chron chattered something and pointed to the force field controller on its arm. The round button was blackened and pitted.

“Merde, that’s how it works,” I breathed. “You’re wearing the field generator, the controller listens to you.”

“Do you think it will work if a human’s wearing it?” Viss asked.

“Only one way to find out,” I said. “Maja, you’ve got to get that thing—the good one—from the other Chron, and put it on.”

“Oh, for—” Maja’s voice disappeared into a litany of whispered swears. “How am I supposed to get that one and still hang onto this one?”

“Bring him here,” Viss said, and put his arms out through the bars of his cell. Maja pulled the Chron closer until Viss was able to wrap his not inconsiderably burly arms around the alien’s neck. It seemed quite as effective—and threatening—as the hold Maja had had on it.

She straightened up and stretched, then crossed to her old cell door, snapping her fingers to get the attention of the Chron inside. Once she had eye contact, she gestured to the crook of her elbow, then put her hand out and waggled her fingers in a “give it here” kind of way. She pointed to the floor outside the cell bars.

The Chron hesitated, obviously debating. Viss tightened his grip on the Chron he held, and the alien made a little squeaking noise.

That seemed to decide the one in Maja’s cell. It held up a long-fingered hand, then released the controller from its sleeve. It moved cautiously to the front of the cell and set it on the floor, then backpedaled to the wall again.

Maja bent down, hesitated only a moment, then picked up the controller. She slipped it onto her sleeve and stepped over to Hirin’s door, then reached up and touched the grey band.

The door swung open.

Hirin brought the sheet off his cot, and ripped long strips from one edge. He quickly bound the first Chron’s arms in front of its body. Another strip went around its legs at knee level, so it could walk, but not quickly. Viss released his hold on the alien, and together Maja and Hirin trundled it into the cell with its mate. With a third and fourth strip, Hirin tightly bound the bars of Maja’s cell door shut. It wouldn’t necessarily hold the Chron inside for long, but it would slow them down if they decided they wanted out.

Maja made the rounds of all the cells, opening each door in turn. She let me out last. I tried not to resent it. A few strips of Hirin’s sheet had puddled on the floor outside the cells. I took one and tied it across my shoulder and chest like a bandolier, then tucked a couple more inside it. They could come in handy if we needed to tie up anyone else.

Once everyone was free, Maja returned to the cell where Luta Paixon had been held. She pointed inside and said, “Where is she?”

One of the Chron said something and mimed a gesture I couldn’t decipher.

“Gerazan, I don’t suppose you got any of that, did you?” Maja asked the Protectorate cryptographer. Apparently she didn’t understand the meaning either.

He shook his head. “I don’t know the spoken language at all. My job was supposed to be to record any symbols or writings different from what we knew already from the ships we’d captured. See if I could extrapolate any further on the language as a whole. Cerevare might recognize some, but you have to remember we really never had much to go on. And certainly not enough to guess at how it sounded.”

Viss held up his resin-sheathed arm. “I’d like to get this damn thing off. Wonder if they know how?”

Maja mimed the question to the Chron in the cell, but they both shook their heads. They’d been pretty compliant so far, but maybe this was asking too much of them. And our leverage was diluted now, since they were both in the cell together.

“Want to rough one of them up again?” I asked.

Hirin regarded me with chilly disapproval. “I think we’ve threatened them enough for now. And I don’t want anyone going into that cell with them. No unnecessary risks.”

“Suit yourself, Gramps. You’re the boss, apparently.”

He ignored me. “Baden, Viss, check the cart. See if there’s anything there we might use as a weapon.”

“We all had a fork,” I reminded them. “I’m taking that, if nothing else.”

Rei laughed out loud, but it wasn’t a mean laugh. “Good thinking, Sord,” she said. “I’d rather have a fork than nothing at all.” And she actually ducked into her cell to get it.

“Nothing on the cart that looks at all dangerous,” Baden said.

“So we’ve got one force field generator and a bunch of forks?” Hirin said. “I’m not sure I like these odds.”

“We still have hostages,” Yuskeya reminded him.

“I think they might be more of a liability,” Viss said. “Without them, we’ll move faster and possibly quieter.”

“Yes, we’ll leave them here,” Hirin said. “Now, which door?”

I’d only noticed the door nearest my cell, where all the Chron I’d seen so far had entered. Now that I could see the far end of the curving corridor, though, I realized that another doorway lay at that end.

“I’m inclined to vote for the door no Chron have come through,” Viss said.

Hirin nodded. “And I’m inclined to agree.”

“We have to find Mother and Cerevare,” Maja said. “Do we split up?”

“And Pita,” I said, but no-one paid any attention to me.

“Absolutely not. We might never find each other again. I doubt they’ve taken either of them very far. So here’s what we do.” Hirin pulled a deep breath. “We go out, we stick together, we try to find Luta and Cerevare. And we don’t kill anyone unless it’s us or them. Got it?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Viss asked, but he winked at Hirin as he said it.

I tucked my fork inside the makeshift bandolier and nudged Viss in the ribs. “Still think I’m the crazy one?” I asked him.

For an instant the skin around his eyes tightened, and then he grinned. “Absolutely,” he said. “But I never said you weren’t in good company.”

“Let’s go,” Maja said, and put her hand on the door at the end of the hall. It clicked open, revealing a short, empty hallway that turned right and then left again almost immediately.

And an ear-splitting alarm cut the air.

 

 


Chapter 32 – Luta
And Into the Proverbial Fire

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MY FIRST CONFUSED thought on waking was I’m not on the ship anymore. Even when the Tane Ikai’s engines were silenced for docking, I knew the hum of the air cyclers, the scent of my ship, the  feel of it. Here I heard no throb of engines at all. Had we gone planetside somewhere? I wondered muzzily.

Then I remembered. The Chron ships bracketing us. The engines shutting down. The horror of everyone on the bridge slumping, falling, hitting the cold metal decking.

I opened my eyes, struggling to sit up, but restraints held me to a soft surface. The room must be some sort of medical bay, filled with machines and instruments I didn’t recognize. Some of them were marked with symbols that looked like Chron—similar enough to the markings inside the artifact moon for me to be sure. Cool light spilled from glowing rectangles set into the ceiling, not bright or harsh enough to make me squint, even when I stared straight up at them. A quick glance around was enough to tell me that I lay alone in the room.

I closed my eyes, fighting off panic as my heart rate stuttered up and racing adrenaline prickled in my arms and legs. Hirin, Maja, Rei . . . where was everyone? Surely I couldn’t be the only one—no. I would not let myself think that anything bad had happened to the others. I was here, so why wouldn’t they be? They were likely all in identical bays right this minute.

But where is my ship?

I concentrated on my surroundings. I couldn’t find an answer to that question until I figured out where I was. A low, background rumble hovered on the edge of awareness if I really concentrated—could be ship engines, but I didn’t think so. Could be life-support systems. Could even be something as mundane as air or heat systems in a large building, I decided. No real clue there.

I lifted my head as far up as I could and surveyed the rest of my body. A pale yellow sheet draped most of it, but it seemed to be intact and pain-free, laid out on a high gurney or cot. My left arm lay atop the coverlet, the forearm encased in a sheath of smooth, green, resin-like material. The wide restraint that held me to the bed was a band across my chest and upper arms—if I wriggled a bit I could tell that there were two more, one over my hips and one over my ankles. Apart from the restraints, everything seemed to move and work as it should, although my right arm felt tender, as if it were bruised. Pale red furrows scored the flesh as if something had been tightly wrapped around it for a considerable length of time, and only recently been removed. A row of round red splotches, like the imprints of octopus suckers, trailed up my inner arm.

Both arms were free from the elbow down, and I reached across gingerly with my right hand to touch the sheath on my other arm. It felt cool and unremarkable, if somewhat heavy. If I rotated my hand, it appeared seamless, but the smooth surface was broken in one spot by a wavy-shaped opening. A keyhole? There was no other obvious way to open or remove it. The way it covered my implant port made me nervous. I couldn’t touch the implant to activate it and see if the ship or anyone from it was within calling range.

I went over what I could remember before the Chron had knocked us all out. I’d been angry again—angry at Jahelia Sord this time. For some reason I’d blamed everything on her, which didn’t make any sense. She’d apparently been trying to help, and I’d been overcome by one of my stupid blind rages. A hot flush of embarrassment warmed my skin. I hated being out of control. Was it really my nanobioscavengers failing and causing all of this? Mother had obviously not known such a thing was imminent, or she wouldn’t have postponed my upgrade. It must have been something external that had affected them, something outside the normal parameters.

I blinked and shifted my focus to the room and my restraints. I had no answers for those questions, and nothing useful I could do about them. If my crew was here—wherever “here” was—I had to try and get myself free so I could find them.

Peering to the sides, I followed the soft cloth restraint over my chest down to where it disappeared under the edge of the gurney. It probably fastened under the side, out of reach. A wave of dizziness hit me and the room spun. I closed my eyes again until the feeling subsided, then cautiously opened them again. Everything stayed put, but a low-grade nervousness settled in my gut. Had whatever the Chron did to us somehow made my condition worse?

I focused on the restraint again. The band was not particularly tight, and my arms had enough freedom to allow me to reach up and grasp the top edge of the restraint. I pulled it away from my body as far as I could and I wiggled toward the end of the bed experimentally. There was enough give to let me move an inch or so easily. It occurred to me that perhaps the restraints were not so much to keep me imprisoned as to simply keep me from rolling off the sides of the gurney. If that were the case, I might be able to slip out from under them. Yes. I bent my knees and pulled my feet free of the lower one easily.

Inch by inch I wriggled down the cot, sliding out from under the top restraint as if it were a shirt that I was slowly, slowly pulling off over my head. It got tricky when I’d inched down far enough to get caught up on the middle band. I wheezed, feeling short of breath, and sweat prickled my skin. I took a few deep breaths before moving again. My arms were mostly free and I managed to twist myself out of the top band. I’d become even more tangled up in the yellow sheet, and I kicked it to the floor with a rush of satisfaction. Cautiously, I slid off the gurney after it and leaned against it for support while I surveyed the room.

I wondered suddenly if any surveillance devices had recorded my “escape,” but nothing obvious presented itself, and no-one came running to wrestle me onto the table.

A single door was set into the wall on the opposite side of the room. It had no handle, just a touchpad next to it. I didn’t want to touch it too soon in case it set off alarms, so I left it for now. I expected it was locked anyway, but I wanted a few minutes to get ready before I tried it.

The room had an air of being unfinished. A couple of buff-coloured wall panels stood next to sections they were obviously meant to cover, revealing masses of cables and multicoloured wires running through the walls. Shelving held boxes obviously waiting to be unpacked. A recess in one section of counter appeared ready to hold a computer device of some sort, but was empty except for a lining that looked like packing material. Now I saw a device atop a movable cart, which had been wheeled to the head of the gurney. Long translucent tubes hung from it, their insides brushed intermittently with dark red streaks and droplets. At the other end of the tubes hung a limp casing made of something that felt like soft plastic. I pulled it up and peered at the underside. A row of round protrusions that reminded me of the end of a med injector ran up the center. They matched the marks on my arm.

What had they done to me, and why?

I dropped the casing and turned my attention to the rest of the room. It offered little I could use as a weapon, if it came to that. A cupboard held an array of typical med injectors, but I couldn’t tell if they held any medications or what they might be. A couple of pieces of equipment might work to bash someone over the head, but I couldn’t picture myself lugging any of them through hallways.

I did, however, find Jahelia Sord’s datapad on the counter. I recalled clutching it as I fell to the deck on the Tane Ikai.  I felt a hot flush slap my cheeks again at the vivid memory of my fingers twined in her dark hair. I couldn’t fully remember why I’d done that, only that I’d been horribly angry.

“Well, let’s see if you can help me,” I muttered.

“Good to see you awake, Captain Paixon,” the datapad said to me in a female voice, and I almost dropped it.

Without waiting for me to reply, it continued, “I have no visual input in this device, so I was waiting to hear your voice to know you were conscious again. I take it we’re alone?”

“Er, yes,” I said. “Is the rest of my crew nearby?”

“I can’t get any readings on them,” the voice said. “However, I can’t read your implant, either, so that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

I glanced at the green casing around my forearm. Maybe one of its functions—or its only function—was to cut off communication possibilities. If everyone had one—

“However, they were all together earlier,” it continued. “I heard Jahelia wake up and have a conversation with Maja. There was a lot of yelling—”

“Yelling?”

“Yes, yelling,” the voice from the datapad said, a hint of annoyance creeping into the tone. “Everyone woke up with a yell or a scream, but then it stopped. I can’t ‘see’ when I’m not hooked up to any cameras or sensors, right?”

“Oh, right,” I said, trying to calm the volatile AI. “Pita, isn’t it?”

“Aw, you remembered,” the voice said with a hint of a drawl that reminded me of Jahelia Sord. “Anyway, everyone was concerned when you were the only one who didn’t wake up, and it sounded like they could all see each other and you. But Jahelia didn’t come and collect me, so I assume they’re in cages or chained up or something—”

“Let’s not assume anything,” I interrupted, not wanting to visualize my crew and family chained like animals. “Do you know where we are?”

“We’re not on the Tane Ikai, I can tell you that much. I believe we must be on a planet or some kind of station, judging by the conversation I overheard among your captors.”

Carrying the datapad, I crossed to the door, still not willing to try the touchpad but wondering anew if there was anyone beyond it. “Yeah, about those captors,” I said in a low voice. “Are they really Chron?”

I put my ear against the door, hoping the skin contact wouldn’t trigger it, but it didn’t move. I shut my eyes as if that would help me hear better. I didn’t detect any sound beyond it.

“Oh, I think they’re Chron, all right,” Pita said. “I mean, they speak Chron, and they were in a Chron ship, right? So although I don’t have anything else to go by, I think they’re Chron. If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck . . .”

Her cavalier attitude was hard to take, but I wasn’t sure it would do any good to tell an AI to try and be more serious. “What did you overhear?”

“Well, there was mention of your ship being docked at a particular bay. I don’t know how it translates, but this is what it looks like,” she said, flashing a symbol on the screen.

I felt the weakness of pure relief wash over me, and leaned against the wall for support. The Tane Ikai was intact, maybe even nearby.

“There was also mention of enemies, which didn’t sound so good,” she added. “And it sounded like they were close.”

“How can you understand what they’re saying?”

“I have this, remember?” The datapad screen flashed, and I recognized the images that had been on the screen when Jahelia Sord gave it to Baden, and I took it from him.

“But what is it?”

“It’s a Chron-Esper translator,” she said as if speaking to a small child. “I think it’s a little out of date—okay, a lot out of date—because I can’t translate a hundred percent of what they say and it ends up sounding pretty stilted, but it’s close.”

I stared at the Chron symbols, trying to make sense of this. “Where did you get it? How did Jahelia Sord come to have a Chron-Esper translator? How does such a thing even exist?”

Pita was uncharacteristically silent for a moment. “I guess you’ll have to ask her about that,” she said finally.

I was still standing beside the door when it slid open. The first Chron I’d seen in real life stood staring at me, something like surprise evident in its deep-set brown eyes.

 

FOR A LONG moment, the Chron—at least, I had to assume it was a Chron—and I simply stood staring at each other with wary surprise. Despite being quite comfortable around Nearspace’s amber-skinned Vilisians and wolf-like Lobors, I was still taken aback at how different the Chron were from us. I’d never seen a picture of one, although I’d heard Cerevare’s basic description. This one stood taller than me, at least six feet, and its camel-coloured skin seemed to be constructed of interlocking, tough-looking plates, almost like shell, or carapace. These swept up and to the rear into a ridged and knobby parietal crest. It had no hair, and its long fingers were smooth, without the knobby knuckles of humans, and scaled similarly to its face. Nothing about it indicated gender. Whatever it had evolved from would have been insectoid or reptilian on Earth, and an ancient revulsion rippled my stomach.

My heart thrummed painfully as adrenaline pumped into my limbs. Fight or flight. This creature was Chron. This was the species that hated humanity with such an irrational hostility that it had tried to wipe us from existence. The species that, according to the Corvids, desired the extermination of every other species they encountered. They had chased my ship, captured me and my crew, and I had no idea what they planned for us. In an instant my mind measured the distance to the door, calculated the most advantageous point to hit it, considered the usefulness of the datapad as a weapon.

I don’t know what might have happened if I’d acted on those instincts, but three things stopped me.

It held a covered tray of something that smelled suspiciously like bread. And the plates of its face shifted into something suspiciously like a smile.

And my knees went inexplicably weak. I staggered back a few steps, fetching up against the edge of the counter and clutching it with my free hand for support.

The smile disappeared, and the Chron spoke to me in a language that sounded like a cross between the chittering of beetles and the whistling chirp of birds. I wondered how to convey the idea that I didn’t understand. If I shook my head, it might think I was simply saying “no.”

Pita piped up and said, “I think it’s asking if you’re feeling all right.”

I stared down at the datapad in surprise. “You got that?”

“I told you before, there’s a trans-cymatics sound library in the translator,” she said. “It takes the sounds, turns them into visuals, and compares them to the database. It’s a basic vocabulary, and like I said, out of date, but I’m confident.”

“Do you think it understands nodding for yes, and head-shaking for no?”

“File says standard body language is understood. But don’t clasp your hands. That’s a rude gesture,” she advised.

“Wow. Okej then.” I looked to the Chron and nodded slowly. The momentary weakness had passed. My worry hadn’t, though. My symptoms had magnified considerably.

The Chron said something else, and I waited for Pita’s translation.

“I think it’s asking if you’re hungry.”

“Well, it does seem to be offering me food,” I said. I nodded again.

The Chron motioned with the tray that I should retreat to the gurney, which I did. It moved into the room and set the tray down on the counter where I’d found Sord’s datapad, lifting the cover to reveal a plate and shallow bowl beneath. Then it backed away, motioning me toward the tray with a graceful gesture of its long-fingered hand.

The plate held what I would have sworn were two slices of Rei’s cinnamon pano, and the bowl was filled with a clear liquid I assumed to be water—cold, judging by the slick of condensation coating the outside walls of the bowl. I picked up a slice of the bread, took a bite, and nodded in what I hoped was a combination of thank you and this is good.

The Chron nodded, and said something. The inflection actually made it sound like a question, although I couldn’t be sure that anything like that conveyed the same meaning in their language.

“Pita?” I asked.

“Give me a second.”

I smiled tentatively at the alien and took another bite of bread while I waited. It cocked its head at me quizzically.

“Um, Pita?”

“Oh, for—okay, this one is tricky. It’s saying something like, You are not of the others? But I’m not sure who these ‘others’ are.”

“Well, how can I ask for clarification?”

“Here, show it this.” The datapad’s screen changed and a series of Chron symbols—letters forming intelligible words, I hoped—displayed across it. “I think it says Who are the others?”

“You think it says that? You’re not sure?”

“I’m doing the best I can with information that’s over a century out of date,” Pita snapped.

With much trepidation, I turned the datapad around and held it up so that the alien could see it. The planes of its face shifted slightly, the expression unreadable. Finally it met my eyes and nodded. Opened a cupboard, and a square of light displayed on the countertop near my tray. With one long, scaly finger, the alien sketched a symbol in the square of light, the lines appearing out of nowhere as if the light were paper and its finger, a pencil. Except that somehow, colours were represented, too. I knew before it was even finished exactly what it was drawing.

The letters P and C bracketed a stylized atom with a red nucleus, all underscored by a heavy red line.

The “others” were PrimeCorp. Kia inferna? What could all of this mean? My stomach churned again, and I pushed the plate of bread away. I couldn’t eat any more. I wasn’t sure if the nausea came from fear or whatever was wrong with me.

“No.” I shook my head, hoping the alien could read the truth in my eyes. “Pita, how do you say, no, we are not of the others? Put it on the screen, would you?”

After a moment, the symbols changed, and I showed it to the Chron. It nodded, seeming satisfied, and chittered something again.

“The others ally with our brother enemies,” Pita said after a pause. “They war against us.”

Sankta merde, I thought. I’m making what amounts to first contact with an alien species. I have to be so careful here. What are “brother enemies?” I remembered Fha mentioning a schism in the Chron—two sides ranged against each other. A civil war. I supposed that, coupled with imprecise translation, could be described as “brother enemies.”

“Pita, you have to be extra careful to get this right.” I considered my words. “Say, we do not want war with you. The others are our enemy as well, but we are not here to war with them. We only want to get home.”

“Merde, you want me to ask its life story while I’m at it?” Pita said. But in seconds, the alien words flashed onto the screen. She was getting faster. Or sloppier, I thought with a pang of worry. Again the Chron read it and nodded.

“We have to find out what happened to everyone else,” I told Pita. “Can you ask it where the others—no, wait, don’t use that word. Do you have a word for crew, or friends, companions—something like that?”

“See what I can do,” she said, and in a minute I was showing the Chron the words. The answer this time was longer, and I hoped Pita would be able to get all of it.

“It says, you had sickness,” Pita translated. “We took you from companions. They are there in the boxes. You are here to be well. We have remove the bad machines.”

“They are there in the boxes? What does that—” I broke off, realizing what else Pita had translated. We have remove the bad machines. My nanobioscavengers? They’d—what? Somehow filtered them out of my blood? All of them? I glanced down at the red, sucker-like markings on my arm. A sudden fear chilled my skin, making it feel clammy and prickled with phantom pain as if stuck with dozens of pins. Much as I feared what might be going wrong with my bioscavs, it terrified me even more to think that these aliens might have completely removed them. How would my body react to that, after decades of relying on its microscopic helpers to keep me healthy?

And overall, since I’d woken up, I felt worse.

The Chron said something else, breaking me out of my reverie. Pita translated quickly. “Fear you are the danger here.”

“We’re the danger?” I frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. We don’t have any weapons.”

“All I can do is tell you what it said.”

I puzzled over the words. “Do you think it means we’re in danger?”

“Could be,” Pita said unhelpfully.

Before I could ask Pita to frame a question to find out more, an alarm sounded from the corridor outside. The Chron pulled open a drawer and scrabbled around, coming up with a small, round, button-like object. It motioned for me to hold out my right arm—the one not encased in the resin sheath—and clipped the device onto my t-shirt sleeve. It chattered something.

“To keep safe,” Pita said without waiting for me to ask.

The Chron mimed something enclosing me—a force field of some sort? Then it held up a finger in a “wait” gesture, said something else, and left. The door slid closed behind it.

“Uh-oh,” Pita said.

“Uh-oh what?”

“It said your companions. That doesn’t sound good.”

I had to agree. Without really thinking about what I was doing, I reached out and put a hand on the door. It slid open immediately, and I poked my head out into the empty corridor. I saw the Chron disappear around a corner and, datapad in hand, started after it.

 

 


Chapter 33 – Jahelia
Brothers and Sisters in Arms

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE ALARM CONTINUED to blare around us. “Now look what you did,” Baden whispered to Maja, and winked at her.

“Keep moving,” Hirin muttered, and stepped through the doorway.

Footfalls on metal decking echoed from somewhere ahead of us, and as one, we froze. But they faded almost immediately, so whoever was running wasn’t running towards us.

After the first turn, the wide corridor curved out ahead of us. It followed the same arc as the hallway in the brig area, as if we were in one section of a circular ring.

“Only one option,” Maja said breathlessly.

“Stay close, everyone,” Hirin said. He reached out as if to take Maja’s hand but stopped short of touching her, obviously remembering that she still wore the force field generator.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “The field zapped Viss and me when we tried a fast attack, but the aliens were able to pick up trays and use medical stuff. I wonder if a slow, easy motion—” Not waiting for anyone to stop me, I gently reached out and put a hand on Maja’s arm. The field tingled when my hand passed through it, like a frizz of static electricity, but it didn’t repel me.

Hirin nodded. “Good to know. Thanks, Sord.”

It wasn’t much, but the chill had gone from his voice. I felt unreasonably gratified at his approval, and instantly hated myself for it. Was I actually beginning to like these people?

No. It had to be merely that for the moment, we were brothers and sisters in arms. I distracted myself from those weird thoughts by concentrating on where we were.

The space station—I was still of the opinion that’s what it was, and the surroundings seemed to confirm it—was rough-and-ready, not sleek and completely finished like a corporate office building planetside. Sagan Station was like that, but this one must have been slapped together in a hurry. Maybe it wasn’t even finished yet. The main corridor was a long octagonal tube with support arches reinforcing the eight-sided shape at intervals. Cables and wiring ran along the walls, most of it in recessed channels, but some looped haphazardly through plastic hooks or simply ran along the metal floor next to the wall. Control touchpads appeared at intervals on the walls, but they were useless to us without better knowledge of the Chron alphabet.

A door to the left as we started down the hallway bore a label we couldn’t read. Maja put a hand to it. It slid open to reveal a small, square room, dimly illuminated by the light admitted by the open door. Crates and boxes stamped with Chron symbols stacked along the walls. She hesitated. “No-one there; should we see what’s in the boxes?”

“I don’t know how much time we have, but I’d trade this fork for a pin-beam laser if I found one,” Rei said.

Baden and Viss pulled open a couple of the nearest crates. “Food supplies.”

“I can’t imagine anyone storing weapons right outside the brig,” Yuskeya noted with a grim smile.

What I assumed to be storage hatches lined the angled upper parts of the walls. I opened one out of curiosity, but it was empty.

“Sord, keep up,” Yuskeya told me. “I’m not going hunting for you if you get separated from the group.”

“I care about you, too, Protectorate,” I retorted. In truth, though, I knew my best chance of making it out of here in one piece was to stick with the group.

The next door, also on the left, opened into more storage space, filled with more non-lethal items.

“This is definitely a Chron station,” Gerazan said as we hurried along the corridor. “I’d almost swear we were back in the artifact moon. The shape of the hallways, the symbols, even the colour of the walls.”

“Except it’s cleaner here,” Yuskeya said.

“Not so dusty.”

We saw no-one in the hallway, Chron or otherwise. The alarm continued to bleat. “Does it seem weird that we haven’t seen anyone yet?” Rei asked.

“I’m starting to think that alarm is nothing to do with us,” Baden said.

Maja quirked a half-smile. “That’s a less comforting thought than I would have expected.”

But it seemed Baden might be right. As we reached the next door—also on the left, we’d seen none at all on the right—the corridor shook suddenly under our feet as if the entire structure had been hit by something big. Maja lurched into the wall, and her force field flared. Baden put out a hand to help her but she warded him off. “Careful, I’m a live wire, remember? And I didn’t even touch the wall—the field stopped me.”

“I have to get one of those things,” Baden said.

“Yeah, maybe they sell them at the gift shop,” Rei told him. “We’ll check before we leave.”

“Let’s not get distracted, folks,” Hirin chided them. “Here’s another door. Maja, do the honours.”

This room seemed to be a common area—chairs and tables, as well as a run of counters and some devices that I assumed were for food preparation. One of the chairs had been knocked backwards, and I wondered if someone had gotten up from here in a hurry. The room was empty of inhabitants. That might explain the footsteps we’d heard running away from us.

“Is anyone else starting to feel like the Chron on this station have bigger worries than us?” Rei asked.

The next door wouldn’t open, even to Maja’s touch.

“Leave it,” Hirin said. “We don’t have the time or the tools to start breaking into places.”

“What if Mother’s in there?” Maja asked.

Hirin blew out a sigh. “Then we’ll come back when we’ve eliminated all the other possibilities.”

As if to underscore his words, the walls and floor shuddered again.

“I get the feeling we are on a station, and it’s getting pounded,” Viss muttered.

One more door and we came to a junction in the hallway—we could go straight or turn right, finally. This door was windowed, and Rei peered through the opening. “Airlock,” she said, “So this is definitely a station. But I can’t see out the second window, so I don’t know if anything’s docked there or not.”

“It could be the ship,” Baden said.

“Here, let’s see if I can open it,” Maja said, and Baden moved out of her way. She put a hand on the door, but nothing changed.

“This one’s keyed,” Rei said, gesturing to a touchpad set into the wall near the door. “Safety precaution, I guess. Dangerous to have an airlock door you can open merely by falling against it.”

“Damne,” Hirin said. “We must have come halfway around the station by now. Maybe we should have gone out the other door. I really thought Luta and Cerevare would be nearby.”

“Still think we shouldn’t split up?” Maja asked. “This place is bigger than I expected.”

Hirin chewed his lip, obviously considering. “No, we stay together,” he said finally. “If it’s big, that’s one more reason we should stay close. We can’t communicate with each other if we separate.” He gestured with his resin-sheathed arm.

“Let’s take the side corridor, then,” Yuskeya suggested. “It might go straight across, we’ll find ourselves near the other door, and we can check that area.”

Hirin agreed, so we moved cautiously to the right-hand corridor. After only ten feet or so it opened to another, smaller ring corridor that went left and right. Glass-walled, brightly-lit banks on either side swept the inside of the ring, and the bright, many-hued greens of newly sprouted plants made it obvious that this was a hydroponics garden. Directly ahead of us, ringing what must be the central axis of the station, lay a bank of elevators.

The control station for the hydroponics lab was to the left, and a startled-looking Chron began to rise from a chair inside. Even at that distance, and through the glass wall, it seemed—afraid. Its mouth moved, but it couldn’t be talking to us. More likely telling someone else about us. It was impossible to tell if it had a weapon.

Well, neither did we, not counting the forks.

“Run!” Hirin barked, and darted toward the elevators. The corridor curved around them to each side, and we sped past. A series of reverberations beat through the walls and floor at that moment. Not enough to knock anyone off-balance, but enough to feel.

“Station’s firing at something,” Viss said. “Those were some kind of torps launching.”

“So the station’s under attack, and that last Chron seemed afraid of us,” Baden said. So he’d noticed the facial expression, too. “I don’t like this scenario.”

“At least if most of them are busy, they’re not looking for us,” Gerazan said.

No corridor opened directly across from us when we passed the other side of the hydroponics wing, but there was one about ten feet to the left. We ran in and found ourselves at a dead end; a door in front of us and another corridor to the left. Maja put a hand to the door and it opened to reveal the brig’s anteroom. The first cell—the one I’d been in—lay around the corner through an open door.

“Okej, here’s where we started,” Hirin said. “Maybe down this left-hand corridor—”

“Hang on,” Viss said. “I’m pretty sick of this thing.” He gestured to the greenish sheath on his arm. “Maybe there’s something in here that will release them.”

“Good thinking,” Yuskeya said, and she and Viss moved as one to open the cupboards and drawers stacked against the rear wall.

I kept watching over my shoulder, waiting for Chron soldiers to descend and take us into custody—if we were lucky, and they didn’t do worse. But another minute ticked by without incident, and then Yuskeya said, “Got it!”

She turned from one of the lower cupboards holding a sort of hex key, but with a wavy shape on the bottom. In the open cupboard behind her, a pile of what looked like the sheaths was stacked. These were soft and formless, though, not rigid like those we wore.

“These guys take a lot of prisoners from Nearspace?” I asked.

“Maybe they have different uses,” Hirin said. “I think there’s a lot more going on here than we understand.”

“Gee, ya think?” I muttered, but it didn’t seem like a good time to get anyone pissed off at me.

Yuskeya slotted the key into her sheath and turned. With a soft pop, the two halves pulled away from each other, and she slipped it off. Remarkably, once unlocked, it collapsed into a soft, malleable material, pliant as thin silicone. Viss held his arm out wordlessly, and she did the same for his.

“What is this stuff?” Baden wondered, as his softened and released.

Something worth hanging on to, I thought, and surreptitiously tucked mine inside my bandolier once it was unlocked. I pulled the sleeve of my jacket down into place with a sigh of relief.

In less than a minute we’d all removed them. Hirin pressed his implant. “Luta, are you there? Cerevare?”

He couldn’t really have been hoping to get an answer, but he still seemed dejected when none came.

“The captain had one on, too, and probably the Lobor as well,” I reminded him. “So unless someone else took it off for them . . .”

He nodded. “I know. Figured it was worth a try, though.”

“They’re routed through the Tane Ikai’s comm system,” Baden said gently. “If that’s shut down, they won’t work until the ship is live again.”

Hirin nodded and turned to the other hallway. “Right, let’s check this way.”

The doors on either side of this hallway stood open, and the rooms seemed to be medical bays. Each held a gurney, cupboards, a counter, and some unidentifiable machines and electronics. Again things seemed unfinished, haphazard—boxes and crates, things shoved onto shelves with no apparent organization.

The third bay might have been recently vacated. A pale yellow sheet had slipped off a gurney in the center of the room, and lay pooled on the floor beside it. A cart on wheels sat at the head of the gurney. Translucent tubing hung from it, connected to a soft-looking sleeve of some sort. Reddish streaks and drips marred the inside surfaces of the tubing, as if blood had run through it. Curious, I examined the sleeve part. The inside held a row of some kind of sucker-like things that would probably hurt like hell attached to your skin. A tray similar to the ones used to bring us our food sat on the counter, holding a plate with a half-eaten slice of cinnamon bread. A shallow bowl of water, still beaded with condensation, stood beside it.

Maja crossed to it and gently laid her hand against the side of the bowl. “Still cold,” she said. “If Mother was here, she’s not long gone.”

From out in the hallway, Viss said, “End of the corridor opens up into a big ward. Empty, though.”

I’d turned to look at him and saw his eyes widen as he glanced in the other direction, from where we’d just come.

“Captain!” he said, but he didn’t sound at all happy to see her.

 


Chapter 34 – Luta
The Body’s Betrayal

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHEN I TURNED the corner to follow the Chron, I damn near ran into it. It had gone only a few feet, into a small anteroom, and stood before an open door, staring.

It turned and saw me, and shook its head. Said something, but it didn’t seem angry that I’d left the medical bay and followed it.

I joined it and peered through the door. A curving corridor stretched away from us, lined on both sides with barred cells. All the doors stood open. Outside one, on the floor, lay a mound of torn pale yellow cloth. Two Chron stood over it, looking startled at our arrival.

“Companions are no longer in the here,” Pita translated.

“You don’t have to give me word for word if it doesn’t make sense,” I told her, exasperated. “I’m pretty sure, advanced as you seem to be, that you can paraphrase what it’s trying to say.”

The voice coming from the datapad held a note of humour. “Sure I could. But that wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.”

I’d swear this AI had the personality of Jahelia Sord herself.

My Chron companion engaged in a quick, animated discussion with the other two, who seemed agitated and a little angry. They gesticulated to the cells and each other, and pointed to the pile of torn yellow fabric on the floor. At the end of the discussion, they brushed past us and ran off.

“Ask if Hirin and the others have been taken away,” I urged Pita.

She displayed some symbols and I held it out to the Chron, who shook its head and answered.

“Escape. Must find. Danger follows and we are not ready.”

As if to underscore the words, the corridor suddenly shook and the open doors trembled. One swung shut with a clang. I stumbled a little and steadied myself with a hand on the wall. My knees felt incredibly weak and wobbly, and the Chron turned to appraise me with slightly puzzled eyes.

“We have remove the bad machines,” Pita translated again when it spoke.

I could only nod at it—I didn’t want to explain, even through Pita, my fears that perhaps that had been a dangerous thing to do and that it might have made my condition worse. It was quite obvious that the Chron had been trying to help—its characterization of the bioscavs as “bad” made that much clear.

Pushing away from the wall, I forced my legs to carry me a little further into the corridor. From this vantage point I could see the length of the corridor and the way it curved to the right. “Ask it if we’re on a space station,” I suggested to Pita.

She arranged the correct symbols on the screen, and I showed it to the Chron. It nodded and spoke.

“But not complete, and not all the fighters,” Pita said. She was quick now to translate what the Chron said before I even asked, and bring up on the screen whatever I said. The communication had been clunky at first but was smoothing out, despite the insufficiencies of Pita’s database.

Well, that explained why I hadn’t seen anyone other than this one Chron, I thought. They were short-staffed and under attack. Not good.

“Were they all together here?”

“Except for the—sorry, I don’t know that word at all,” Pita said.

Except for which one of them? I wondered. Cerevare, perhaps? She was the only one who was noticeably different.

I put up two fingers behind my head and waggled them to suggest ears. The Chron actually did smile at that, an interesting shifting of plates accompanying the expression, and nodded. It turned over an arm and with one long finger traced a symbol on the inside of its wrist. Cerevare’s Chron tattoo I’d noticed when we first met, at the station on Anar.

“Is she safe?”

“Yes. With our leader. Suspicious of spying.”

Damne. Whatever the Chron symbol meant—or perhaps the mere fact of the tattoo—had made them think Cerevare might be allied with their enemies. So now I had to find the others and find her before we could think about getting out of here.

I pointed down the corridor that passed between the barred cells. “They must have gone that way—we didn’t see them at this end.”

The Chron nodded, and together we started down the hallway. Another hit shook the station and I broke into a jog—if the situation was escalating I needed to reunite everyone fast. The Chron hurried to keep up.

After only a few feet, however, I had to stop, clinging to a cell bar for support. My heart bounced around in my chest like a ship skipping through a wormhole, and sharp pain lanced under my ribs. Cold sweat traced runnels down my spine and arms.  Stars like dark fireworks exploded in my vision. Still clutching Pita with one hand, I slid down to my knees.

The Chron was there in an instant, putting a hand on my shoulder, kneeling beside me and speaking in an urgent voice. “Must return to the medical,” Pita translated.

“I have to find my companions,” I managed. “What did you mean when you said, Fear you are the danger here?”

When Pita had translated, the Chron seemed to frown—at least, the plates above its eyes drew downward, suggesting it. After a moment, it put a finger to the smooth floor and roughly sketched the shape of the PrimeCorp logo again. Looked up at me. I nodded.

“PrimeCorp,” I said. “They side with your enemies.” How could I make it clear? “Like you, only—the other side.”

The Chron nodded at the translation on the screen. It said something, and Pita said, “The broken ones.”

Then it tapped the floor where it had “drawn” the symbol, and pointed at me. “The secret to protect,” Pita said when it had finished talking. “You must not allow to tell.”

The pounding in my head made it difficult to concentrate, let alone puzzle out what the Chron was trying to tell me. A flash of heat replaced my chill, and even my t-shirt felt unbearably warm and claustrophobic. Sweat beaded on my skin, sticky and warm. I felt far worse than I had on the Tane Ikai. I gulped air, trying to quell the sensations, trying to focus on the Chron’s words. This was important, dammit. I had to understand.

The schism in Chron society, that Fha had mentioned. These Chron, and the broken ones. Those were the ones allied with PrimeCorp—however that had happened. And how long had the alliance existed? Pita’s dictionary suggested a long time . . . but I forced my thoughts to return to the present. No answers to those questions at the moment.

Fear you are the danger here. Fear you are in danger here. The secret to protect. You must not allow to tell. You must not be allowed to tell.

Yes. If we—if anyone from the Tane Ikai—returned to Nearspace with evidence that PrimeCorp was and had been complicit with the Chron . . . they’d be finished. As Yuskeya had said, the Protectorate would bury them, and to hell with Nearspace’s reliance on PrimeCorp. They’d no longer be too big to fail. They’d fail all the more spectacularly. They’d be ruined.

And the evidence? I clutched the datapad closer to my chest. Pita. It was all there, in the files. The century-old translation dictionary, and who knew what else? If we could make it home with that—

But getting home would be a challenge, with both PrimeCorp and the “broken” Chron trying to stop us. Attacking the station—the understaffed, unprepared, barely completed station—hunting for us . . . and where was my ship?

“I have to find them—we have to find them,” I said. “My crew. Where’s my ship?” I grasped the bar tighter, pulling myself upright. Weakness, nausea, pain . . . whatever was happening to my body in the absence of my bioscavs, I had to push past it somehow. I couldn’t let it stop me. “If you’re not one of the broken ones, you have to help me get to my ship!”

But the moment I was upright the world spun out from under me again, harder and faster than it had before. My last thought as I fell was to twist around so that Pita, in her flimsy datapad casing, carrying all her PrimeCorp secrets, would be safe.

 

 


Chapter 35 – Jahelia
Friends and Frenemies

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HIRIN AND MAJA were out the door of the medical bay almost as soon as Viss had finished speaking. They ran down the hall in the direction we’d just come from, so I stepped—cautiously—outside the door myself. The scene wasn’t anything I’d expected.

A single Chron had turned into the corridor from the direction of the cells—and stopped in its tracks. Cradled in its arms was an unconscious Captain Luta Paixon. Her auburn hair hung like a curtain across part of her face, but it was easy to see that her eyes were closed and her skin very pale. One arm, still encased in one of the green resin sheaths, dangled limply. Nestled on Paixon’s chest, held there by her other hand, was my datapad. Pita.

The Chron said something, and Pita spoke up through the datapad speaker. “The Captain needs to get to the medical bay, and the Chron is trying to get her there. It’s okay—this one seems to be a friend. Jahelia, are you there? I only heard Feron’s voice.”

“I’m here,” I said, although I have to admit it sounded a little bit squeaky. “Better let them through, folks.”

Hirin hesitated only a moment, glancing from his wife to me and back again. “I can trust her—I mean, your AI?”

I smiled. “She’s told me she doesn’t want to die, and I think she’s smart enough to know that at the moment, we’re all in this together.”

The station took another hit, and the alarm ratcheted up a notch in pitch and volume. A second tone added to the general claxon, and the muffled thump of torps launching vibrated through the floor again. The Chron carrying the captain pushed past me into the medical bay, muttering.

“Pita, got a translation on that?” I asked.

“You won’t like it,” she said. “PrimeCorp and the other Chron—they’re trying to board the station.”

“What do they want?” Hirin asked.

The Chron settled Paixon on the gurney and turned to one of the cabinets, rummaging through one of the few open boxes. It pulled out a med injector and examined it. I put out a hand to try and ease Pita out of Paixon’s grasp, but her fingers tightened around the datapad almost instinctively.

“I think I know,” she said in a weak voice. Her eyes fluttered open, and she struggled to sit up. Her husband brushed past me to the side of the gurney, and slipped his arm under her head.

“Stay still,” he said. “Don’t try to get up.”

“They’re after us,” she said, ignoring his instructions and still struggling to rise. “PrimeCorp can’t risk the rest of Nearspace finding out that they’re allied with the Chron—well, some of the Chron—”

The one who had brought her in crossed to the gurney, injector in hand. Paixon put a hand on its arm. “Pita, find out what it’s giving me.”

The datapad screen flashed a series of Chron symbols, and the Chron craned its head to see. It gave an answer.

“For the pain and weak,” Pita said. “Strong to fight.”

“Perfect,” the captain said, and took her restraining hand away from its arm. It placed the injector at the base of her neck and pressed a slightly raised pad on the side of the barrel. The injector hissed as the medication released. Paixon hissed too, blowing a slow breath out between clenched teeth.

“Luta, is this a good idea? If it’s the bioscavs—”

Luta Paixon grimaced. “It’s definitely not bioscavs, Hirin. They’re gone. Whatever’s going wrong now, it’s all me.”

“Gone?” His voice went thick with shock, his eyes intent on her face. The rest of us might not have even been in the room. I wondered briefly what it felt like to have someone look at you that way.

“We have remove the bad machines, is the way I heard it,” she told him. “Communication is—as you might have noticed—still not perfect, even with all the help from our friend here.” She held up the datapad as she managed to sit up, wobbling slightly. “But as I understand it, this Chron—I don’t have a name for it yet—realized that the bioscavs were malfunctioning, and somehow managed to filter them—or at least most of them—out of my body.”

Kristos. I tried to school my face into neutrality. If Luta Paixon didn’t know what the loss of her bioscavs could do, I wasn’t going to tell her.

“So what’s wrong? Why were you unconscious?” Maja demanded. “What’s with the injection?”

Paixon slid off the gurney and leaned against it. “Strong to fight,” she said, twisting her lips into a not-quite-smile. “Like I said, we’re the prime target. PrimeCorp can’t risk our returning to Nearspace to tell what we know. So we have to find our ship and get the hell out of here.”

“But if your malfunctioning bioscavs are gone—”

“My body doesn’t seem to like that fact,” Paixon said simply. “I still have all the symptoms I had before—and more. And they’re worse.” She pushed away from the gurney and stood on her own. “I’m okay for now. We have to get out of here.”

The Chron chattered something, moving toward the door.

“It will show us where our ship is,” Pita said.

“Wait, what about Cerevare?” Paixon asked. She caught the Chron’s attention and put a hand behind her head, wiggling her fingers, miming ears. I should have known she’d be a no-one-left-behind kind of captain. The ones who always seem to get someone else killed.

The Chron answered in its clicking whistle, pointed upwards.

“The—I don’t know, the Chron word for Lobor, I guess—is on the bridge, it says,” Pita translated.

The deafening sound of glass shattering somewhere nearby startled all of us, even with the alarm whining its insistent call all around. I thought of the long glass walls of the hydroponics bay we’d passed, and the lone Chron on duty there. With a gesture to follow, the Chron left the room and ran into what Viss had said was a larger ward.

“We’d better go,” Paixon said, moving after the retreating Chron.

I was the last to leave the room. I took a glance around, wondering if I was missing any opportunities, and hurried to catch up.

“Here.” Yuskeya offered Paixon the wavy key, which she’d dug out of a pocket. “Might as well get that thing off, at least.”

Paixon released the arm sheath and cast it aside as we hurried through the med bay. The station was in a state of almost constant vibration now, either shuddering under impacts or firing off its replies. The Chron didn’t stop in the medical ward, but continued through a door on the far side. It opened into another common area for crew.

“Too bad there’s no actual crew in these rooms,” I muttered, but no-one answered.

The Chron crossed to a large cabinet that formed part of the rear wall of the room, and threw open the doors. Racks and shelves lay empty.

All I heard from the Chron was a low whistle, but Pita said, “Um, I think that was a swear word. It doesn’t really translate.”

The Chron ran to another similar cabinet in the other corner. Same result. It turned and said something.

“Should find the defenses,” Pita said. “Not in the here yet.”

“Defenses? Weapons?” Viss said. “There are plenty of weapons on our ship, if we could get to it.”

“If we could get to the ship, we wouldn’t need the weapons,” Paixon said.

The sound of booted feet running in a hallway reached us. If I hadn’t completely lost my bearings, and I didn’t think I had, they came from the area where we’d passed the airlock and turned inward towards hydroponics and the elevators. The Chron turned and bolted the way we’d come, chirp-whistling at us. No-one waited for Pita’s translation this time—we simply ran after it. When we’d crossed into the medical ward, Maja put her hand on the door between the two rooms and it slid closed.

She caught my eye and shrugged. “Might help.”

I nodded.

The Chron had disappeared into a smaller side room and returned with a handful of things: a few med injectors and another of the round field-generating buttons like Maja wore. Paixon already had one, too. The alien looked questioningly at the rest of us.

Viss held out an arm. “If anyone’s going to take one of these guys down by simply running into him, it’s probably going to be me,” he said with a lopsided grin.

“I’m guessing these generate a force field?” Paixon asked.

“And control the doors,” Maja confirmed with a nod.

Yuskeya and Gerazan each took one of the med injectors, and I pulled out the fork I’d kept. Paixon gave me a disbelieving stare. “Hey, I’m working with what I’ve got,” I told her, and she flashed me a distracted smile.

“Can we secure this door?” she asked the Chron, pointing to the one that led in the direction of the cells. And damne if Pita didn’t immediately translate the words into symbols on the datapad screen. Paixon held it up to the Chron, who read it and nodded. It crossed to the door, shut it, and keyed something into a touchpad next to it. I felt a flash of something like jealousy. When had Pita been that accommodating with me?

Something banged against the other door, the one Maja had closed. Seemed like whoever was after us didn’t have any of those handy little field and control enablers. Viss Feron, Yuskeya, and I ran toward the door. If we were about to go hand-to-hand, we had to be right there and ready when the door opened.

We’d barely reached it when it did.

 


Chapter 36 – Luta
Bonds Forged and Broken

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I WASN’T EXACTLY sure when or how Jahelia Sord had transformed from prisoner to one of the crew, but she certainly seemed to have slotted herself in there somehow. When the attackers pounded on the med ward door, she was not even a step behind Viss and Yuskeya as they ran to flank it. Maja and Baden ducked to one side of the door, further along the wall than Viss, while Gerazan and Rei went the other way, behind the women. Hirin and I, along with our Chron benefactor, hunkered down behind one of the beds for cover, but I had a clear view of the door and what happened there.

The others obviously didn’t have access privileges on the station, because the door didn’t slide open as smoothly as it had closed—they had to force it. Viss, Yuskeya, and Jahelia waited until the lead attacker had pushed it halfway open, then in one smooth movement Viss leaned around and punched him square in the face. The force field flashed, and the combined impact of it and Viss’s punch sent the other man reeling backwards. As he fell, Jahelia was on him in a heartbeat, and stabbed her fork deeply into the back of his hand—he’d been holding a weapon but let it fall with a shriek of pain. She yanked the utensil out and bright red blood welled up from the punctures. Instantly, Yuskeya jabbed the med injector against his thigh and pressed the pad. He struggled briefly and then fell limp.

As soon as he’d let his punch fly, Viss had touched the door, making it open fully. Maja and Baden, Rei and Gerazan leapt through, over Jahelia and the fallen attacker, and were on the others in the hallway before they had a chance to react. It seemed to work out well, since there were two more attackers, one for each pair. I saw both Rei and Maja take one down, while Baden and Gerazan made sure they stayed down. Efficient.

So by the time—and it wasn’t long—the skirmish ended, we’d gained three actual plasma rifles. I knelt to examine the three intruders—one female, two male, all human. One, the female, wore a jacket with the red and black PrimeCorp logo on the chest pocket.

Baden knelt beside me and said, “You should use that datapad to scan their ID chips. Might as well get some names while we can.”

“Right.” PrimeCorp would want to deny any associations, so the more evidence we had, the better. I took a minute to scan them, and recorded a couple of images, too.

Rei, Gerazan, and Viss took the weapons and stood guard at the doorway while I finished that and had a hurried conversation—at least as hurried as it could be, funneling everything through Pita—with the Chron. Apparently the deck directly above us was much smaller, housing officer’s quarters. Above that was the even smaller bridge, where Cerevare had been taken for questioning. Below us, the deck was the same size as this one, half given over to crew quarters and amenities and half to ship hangars and airlock docks.

“Can you contact the bridge, find out how many have boarded the station?” I asked through Pita. “And ask if Cerevare is still there?”

The Chron nodded. The plates on its face shifted, tightened, as if it were clenching its jaw, and its throat moved. Subvocalized communication, I thought. After a moment, it held up eight long fingers.

“So it’s three down, five to go,” Baden said. “That’s not bad odds.”

Then it held up ten more.

“Ah. Where’s our ship again?” he added.

According to the Chron doctor, it was in the ring below us, at the airlock directly below the one we’d seen earlier.

“And where’s Cerevare?”

The Chron pointed up. I assumed it meant, still on the bridge.

“Will your people send her down to meet us at the ship? You must already know she isn’t working with PrimeCorp.”

After the translation, Pita said, “Not to go.”

“What? Why would they hold her here and let the rest of us leave?”

A new pounding commenced at the door of the med ward.

The Chron used its foot to move the attacker Jahelia had stabbed out of the way of the door, and closed it. It tapped a few commands into the touchpad, and started off, motioning for us to follow. This time we went quietly down the corridor, not knowing if others would follow to see what had happened to their three fellows. We made it almost to the airlock without incident, but someone must have heard us coming despite our attempt to stay stealthy. An energy blast from a plasma rifle bloomed near the airlock door, forcing the Chron’s feet to stutter backwards. It fell heavily before anyone could catch it, but Hirin offered a hand to help it up. It flashed him a smile of thanks, and I was struck again by how this Chron, at least, was nothing like the monsters I’d grown up hearing about. Where the blast had hit the wall, the panels had blackened and sagged, but stayed mainly intact.

Viss put his back against the wall at the corner of the hall leading to the elevators and hydroponics, where the blast had come from. Leading with the plasma rifle, he bent his head around the corner. Whoever was out there fired again, and he ducked back from the jagged flash of energy.

“I don’t want to fire wild and damage the elevators,” he said, “but they won’t let us walk out there.”

“Wait,” Jahelia Sord said. “What about the force fields? Can the energy weapons penetrate them?”

Pita flashed the question on the screen for the Chron. It seemed to consider before it answered.

“Unknown.”

“Damne. That was a good thought, Sord.”

“Not good enough, apparently.”

“Well, we can’t stand here and wait,” I hissed. “They’ll come down the other hallway, or come up behind us. The whole place is a ring, so there’s no real way to block them.”

“How many elevators are there?” Viss asked the Chron. Pita obligingly put it on the screen.

The Chron held up four fingers.

Viss shrugged. “Okej then, let’s chance it. Not very likely we’ll take out all four of them, right?”

I hesitated a moment, but then said, “Right. The elevators are our goal. Viss, Maja, and me in the front, hoping the force fields create a barrier. Go.”

Without hesitation, Viss put the plasma rifle around the corner, scanned, and fired. Another glass wall shattered. Without waiting to see what the response would be, Viss ran down the corridor, Maja close behind him. I hoped the force fields would deflect most of what came at us, and followed the others.

 

WE GOT LUCKY—sort of. There were seven of the intruders here. Three Chron and four humans, and fortunately for us, these Chron wore completely different uniforms from those who belonged on the station—dark brown pants and buff-coloured jackets with blue insignia on each shoulder. Unfortunately for us, they were better prepared than the last three we’d met, and at least three of them opened fire as soon as Viss bolted from the hallway.

The force field generators worked to substantially deflect the plasma bolts the intruders threw at us. They did little to lessen the impact—the first bolt that hit my field staggered me and I stopped moving forward. Hirin, right behind, ran into me and bounced off the already-flaring field. He lurched to the side, leaving him open to a clear shot from one of the plasma rifles.

Despite the blasts firing all around us, the noise and the flaring shields, I managed to regain my balance and jerked sideways, trying to protect him. Maybe if I’d been myself I would have managed it, but my reflexes weren’t what they’d been only a couple of days ago. Part of the shot deflected, but part caught Hirin square in the shoulder. He yelped in pain and fell heavily against the wall.

I dropped to my knees beside him, shielding him as the others fought around us. My Chron doctor joined us, but obviously hadn’t brought any sort of first aid kit along, and I felt certain the med injectors were nothing that would help this, except perhaps to knock Hirin out. We couldn’t afford that. The Chron peeled away the torn and burned edges of Hirin’s shirt and made a human-sounding tsk tsk at the sight of Hirin’s wound.

A hand bearing a torn strip of yellow fabric appeared in front of me. The fabric looked suspiciously like the sheet that had covered me when I woke up in the medical bay, and I glanced up. Jahelia Sord grinned down at us. “This any good for a sling?”

I took the cloth. “Thanks.”

She shrugged. “Thought we might want to tie someone up with it, so I took it along.”

Then she was gone again, and the sounds of fighting had lessened in intensity. The Chron doctor fashioned a crude sling to take the weight of Hirin’s arm, and a moment later Viss was helping Hirin to his feet.

“Okay, this is where we split up,” I said, when we’d reached the elevators. “I’m going to go and find Cerevare. Viss, Gerazan, you’re with me. Hirin, take the rest and go find the ship, get on it, and get it ready to leave. We’ve got to get out of here fast.”

Hirin’s face was pale and strained from the pain in his shoulder, but he put out a hand to catch my sleeve, then remembered the force field at the last moment and slowed the motion. “Luta, are you sure? We’ve stayed together this long—”

I shook my head. “We don’t know for sure how many others are still searching for us. Splitting up will get us all off the station the fastest. And you need to get some medical attention,” I told him. I turned to the Chron doctor. “Can you make sure the rest of your crew knows my people are trying to get to our ship? And they’ll let them through?”

When Pita displayed it, the Chron doctor nodded. Its face altered again, and I knew it was communicating with its crewmates. It nodded, then pointed inside one of the elevators, showing Hirin how to reach the level they wanted.

“I couldn’t open the airlock door earlier,” Maja said. She tapped the button on her sleeve. “We figured this wasn’t enough, that it needed some sort of key, too.”

After a quick translation, the Chron nodded. Using the elevator controls, it showed Hirin another sequence of symbols—presumably the code he’d need to enter a touchpad outside the airlock.

“Hey, Captain,” Jahelia Sord said.

I turned to meet her gaze. Her brown eyes held a hint of challenge, but not as overtly as they had before.

“You planning to return my datapad anytime soon? Not to be a pessimist, but what if you don’t make it to the ship? It is mine, after all—and it’s got all your evidence against PrimeCorp on it.”

I glanced down at the datapad in my hands, reluctant to give it up. And yet, she was right. It had been invaluable for me to communicate with the Chron, but it wasn’t right for me to risk it any further. Besides the evidence I’d gathered from the fallen PrimeCorp intruders, the translation dictionary itself was part of the case against PrimeCorp.

I held it out to her, trying not to let my reluctance show. “You’re right. Thanks for letting me keep it as long as you did.”

She took it wordlessly, not taking the opportunity to make a snide remark as I’d expected she might. I felt a sharp pang of helplessness—I’d relied on the AI completely for all my interactions with the Chron doctor. Now I would have to hope I could get across what I needed to through gestures and our shared knowledge of the situation. At least, I hoped we shared it. I still wasn’t sure I understood the situation, although I was beginning to put the pieces together.

The Chron doctor stepped into one of the elevators and crooked a finger for me to follow. I did, with Viss and Gerazan close on my heels. The doctor pressed a symbol, and we shot upwards. I caught a final glimpse of Hirin’s pained, worried face through the transparent elevator wall, and then it disappeared below us.

 


Chapter 37 – Jahelia
The Sisterhood of Kicking Butt

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FEELING OF having my datapad—of having Pita—in my hand again was ridiculous relief. So much had been happening, I hadn’t really realized how much it bugged me to see Luta Paixon using Pita to communicate with the Chron. Like it was her resource, not mine. I practically wanted to stroke the case, but refrained from such an open show of affection.

“Welcome back, Pita,” I said in a low voice as we piled into the elevator. “Quite an adventure you’ve been having.”

“I missed you, too, Jahelia,” she answered in a whisper. “I don’t think the captain appreciated me quite as much as you do.”

Hirin pressed the symbol the Chron had indicated, and the floor of the elevator fell away. Not fast enough that my feet lifted off, but plenty fast. He gasped, and I figured the motion hurt his injured shoulder pretty bad.

The hydroponics bay on the lower deck looked like the one above, but this one hadn’t been blown to bits.

Yet. As the elevator doors opened, two more PrimeCorp thugs and a brown-uniformed Chron with pale blue skin ran toward us from the corridor that should lead to the airlock. It was pretty obvious we were their targets—or they were willing to kill anyone on the station—because they opened fire as soon as they saw us. I tucked Pita into the waistband of my pants at the small of my back, under my jacket. It wasn’t the safest place in the world, but it would have to do for now.

Confident now that her force field could stand up to their weapons, Maja threw herself forward to take the brunt of the assault. That turned out to be an unfortunate decision. The field flared at the moment of impact and then pulsed suddenly brighter, hot and white like burning magnesium. Maja grunted and fell to her knees. Baden dropped beside her. I was about to launch myself at one of the attackers, hoping I might bullrush him, when Rei stepped up behind Maja and raised the plasma rifle she’d taken from one of the first trio of intruders. In three quick blasts, barely seeming to take time to sight, she’d dropped our attackers. And they weren’t getting up again.

“And that’s why you don’t stand between me and my ship,” Rei said. She leaned down over Baden and Maja, all joking gone from her voice. “Is she all right?”

Maja lay, pale and shaking, in the doorway to the elevator. She clutched her right arm, where the force field button had scorched a blackened hole in her sleeve. I didn’t know if she’d noticed that the front of her shipsuit also bore a scorched impact ring.

“I don’t think so,” Baden said. “The whole thing must have overloaded.”

Yuskeya pushed past me and joined Baden beside Maja. She pried Maja’s hand away from her arm, tearing the sleeve of her shipsuit in order to examine the wound. I saw blackened skin and raw, blistered flesh before Yuskeya tore the sleeve off entirely and, turning it inside out so the cleaner side would be against the burn, wrapped it loosely. “I’ve got nothing to treat this until we get to the ship,” she said. She ran her hands lightly over Maja’s torso. The blonde woman winced. “Could be fractured ribs, too,” Yuskeya suggested. “I’d rather not move her, but—”

“No choice. I’ll be as careful as I can,” Baden said. He scooped Maja up in his arms, and I saw her face tighten as she stifled a cry. “Let’s go, Rei.”

Rei took point as we moved out of the elevator and past this end of the hydroponics bays. Unlike the level above, there seemed to be no-one on duty here. Likely everyone had been called to other tasks by now—like fighting off invading Chron. The hits on the station continued. Apparently our side wasn’t winning yet, at least not outside the station. As for the inside, I thought we weren’t doing too badly.

Fortunately, the layout of this level seemed to be pretty much the same as the one above. I assumed that the hangars the Chron had told Paixon about were behind us, below where the brig lay on the upper level. It seemed to be mostly crew quarters on this side, as we moved toward the airlock.

“Maybe those three were the only ones down here,” I said.

“Let’s hope,” Hirin said. His face was pasty and beads of sweat dappled his forehead. The pain from his shoulder must be excruciating, but he didn’t lag behind.

When we came in sight of the airlock, the door stood open. Rei stopped short, and Baden almost ran into her with Maja. “Whoa.”

“I don’t like this,” Rei said. “I thought Hirin needed that force-field button and the touchpad to get us in. Why is it standing open like that?”

Hirin carefully pushed past Baden and Maja. “We have to get Maja inside. Maybe those three tried to get into the ship.”

Rei put an arm out to stop him going any further. “And maybe they, or someone else, succeeded.” She flicked her eyes at me. “How about this? Sord and I go ahead to check things out. The rest of you wait in the airlock. You can close the outer door and hunker down there for a minute while we do a sweep.”

“Just the two of you? I don’t like that,” Hirin gasped.

“Yeah, Gramps, but you and Maja are hurt; you can’t wait alone,” I said. “Little Miss Pilot’s right. I’ll go with her, you wait for the all clear.”

Not that I think my vote really carried any weight with him, but he saw the sense in the plan and, after a minute’s hesitation, nodded. Rei and I crossed the corridor to the open airlock door. She poked her head inside and nodded for the others to cross. Once we were all inside, Hirin put a palm to the door and it slid closed.

“Too bad that Chron didn’t tell me how to lock the damn thing as well as open it,” he complained.

“We’ll be as quick as we can,” Rei promised. She moved to the inner airlock door and hit the touchpad to open it. Luckily this one had pictographs for “open” and “close” that were pretty easy to figure out. Apparently the pressure in both rooms was already equalized since the door opened without delay. Beyond the short dockway, the outer airlock door on the Tane Ikai also stood open.

Rei glanced at me. I shrugged.

“Maybe they left it open when they took us off the ship? I wasn’t awake at the time, so I don’t know.”

“Yeah, maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced. I wasn’t really, either. We quickly crossed the dockway and walked softly as we passed inside the airlock. The inner door was closed; the built-in failsafe would never allow both to be open at once.

“Can’t open it without making a noise,” Rei whispered to me.

“You stand ready, I’ll press the button,” I told her, and she nodded. I closed the outer door and opened the inner one. We stood and listened for any sound from the ship.

Nothing.

We stood staring straight into the main bridge. Everything appeared exactly the way I remembered it, although the last time I’d seen it there’d been a lot more activity there. Rei pointed right and left and we checked the alcoves next to the airlock where the EVA suits hung. Then we went left through Sensors and into First Aid. A doorway led out of the narrow First Aid bay at the far end, but I’d never been down there to know where it went.

“Isn’t it going to take a while for two of us to check the whole ship?” I whispered to Rei.

“It would. But we’re not doing that.” She opened the door to reveal a square room that was obviously storage; another door stood on the right-hand wall and she opened that one, too. It led into the rear of the head. She punched in a code on the keypad next to that door. “There. That seals off this entry to the bridge from the rest of the ship. We’ll leave it that way until we’ve got everyone aboard. Then there are more of us to do a proper search.”

“Good plan.” We retraced our steps out to the bridge. She edged out near the captain’s chair to peer down the corridor leading to the rest of the ship. Empty. She jerked her head for me to follow her, and we cautiously advanced down the corridor a few feet, to the first door on the left. Her quarters.

“Hold this,” she whispered, passing me the rifle. She slid the door open, scanned the room, and stepped inside. I was more than a little shocked at her trust, but she didn’t leave me waiting long.

She emerged seconds later bearing a beautifully carved rattan staff and held it out to me. “Trade,” she said.

I handed her the rifle and took the staff. It felt light and strong in my hands, almost as good as the polished-wood vazel staff I’d had to abandon on the Hunter’s Hope.

She actually winked at me. “Slightly more useful than a fork, right?”

“Well, that fork did come in handy,” I said. “But thanks.”

“Just in case,” she said. She led me to the mouth of the corridor leading to the bridge. “Now if we close this off—”

A door slid open behind us, and we both whirled. The first door on the other side of the hallway now stood open.

And the men who launched themselves at us weren’t here to talk.

 

I HONESTLY DON’T know why they didn’t shoot; they were both armed. Maybe it was because we were females, although I don’t think any man could be more intimidating than Rei was, toting that plasma rifle. Maybe they didn’t want to alert anyone coming behind us that they were laying an ambush. I didn’t have time to think about it, anyway. The one who ran at me swung his right arm across his chest as if he intended to backhand me with the handgun he carried. Stupid mistake.

I guess he wasn’t familiar with zelendu, or whatever art Rei practiced with her lovely rattan staff, either. Even without time to think, I leveraged one end of the staff up and then down in a sharp blow to his wrist as he came within reach. The gun dropped, clattering across the metal decking, and he howled, clutching his hand. He reared back, unwittingly setting himself up perfectly for my cross strike with the staff. Although I didn’t have as much room as I would have liked, I managed a modified swing and got a reasonable amount of power behind it. The end of the staff caught him under the side of his jaw and he reeled sideways, staggering into one of the skimchairs.

I’ll give him credit; he tried to recover. He grabbed the arms of the chair and swung it around toward me, then shoved. It skittered across the deck but I brought the staff down and swept to the side, knocking it out of my way. The thug made one final mistake—he lunged down and scrabbled for his gun. A quick down strike connected solidly with the back of his head, and he dropped the rest of the way to the floor.

I poked him with the end of the staff to be sure, and looked for Rei, in time to see her bash the butt of the plasma rifle into the other attacker’s forehead. He sagged to his knees, then fell forward with the slightest of moans.

Rei turned to me, saw the other thug on the floor, and grinned.

I said, “I think I get more points for style.”

She bent and picked up the pin-beam handgun her attacker had dropped. “Granted. But I’ve got a new souvenir, so I’m happy.” She flashed the grin my way. “Welcome to the sisterhood.”

“The sisterhood?”

“The sisterhood of kicking butt.” She tucked her treasure into the waistband of her pants and winked at me.

I suddenly thought of Pita—but she was still securely where I’d left her, too.

Rei closed the bulkhead door that sealed off the bridge from the corridor leading to the rest of the ship, and punched a code onto the keypad beside it. “Let’s get this garbage off the bridge, and get the others inside,” she said, but her voice had lost its light edge.

“What’s wrong?”

She glanced at the bulkhead. “I’m wondering how long those guys were in here, and what they might have done.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Sabotage?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a possibility. I’ll be glad when we can run a scan and get some eyes around the rest of the ship,” she said.

“All right,” I said, and grabbed my former attacker by the collar of his PrimeCorp jacket. But not before I pocketed his weapon. I figured I deserved a souvenir, too.

 


Chapter 38 – Luta
Cerevare’s Choice

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE BRIDGE OF the station, when I followed the Chron doctor onto it, was smaller than I’d expected—not much bigger than the Tane Ikai’s. But at the moment it was as busy as the bridge of the Tane Ikai had ever been. It was the command center of people under attack. Perhaps a dozen Chron had filled the room, and I was suddenly struck by the variations in their colouration. Besides the pale buff colour of the doctor’s chitinous skin, their hues ranged from more yellowish tones to light pinks, through a bluish-green. Now it was evident that their bone crests and ridges were highly individual. Some had spots or markings in lighter or darker tones, and several even wore piercings and adornments on their crests the way humans wear earrings.

Chron busied themselves at consoles, held low-voiced conversations, barked orders at subordinates. It was at once wholly familiar and totally alien, and I was glad Viss and Gerazan stayed close behind me.

From here, the space outside the station was visible, on screens and through a clear viewport that encompassed one-half of the ring level. I saw no sign of a planet, so I guessed we must have been taken past the wormhole we’d originally been heading for.

Outside, the scene was chaotic. More ships had arrived, both PrimeCorp starrunners and larger ships—obviously equipped for armed engagements—and Chron vessels like the ones who had attacked the Corvid station. They darted around the station trading torpedoes and laser cannon fire.

“Captain!” Cerevare’s voice broke me out of my contemplation of the battle outside the station. She rose from an eight-sided table where she’d been sitting in obvious conversation—conversation?—with two other Chron, one with buff-coloured skin like the doctor and a second with chitinous plates of a pale raspberry colour. Both wore the navy blue, white-lettered uniforms of the station crew. With her bright clothes and multicoloured sash, and her softly furred face among the hard, plated skin of the Chron, she stood out like an exotic flower.

Cerevare waved me over, her eyes shining with a light not of fear, but of excitement. “These are—well, I can’t actually pronounce their names yet, but they’re two of the crew of this station. They thought I might be a spy of some kind because of this—” she held out her arm, showing me again the tattoo on the inside of her wrist.

“I figured that,” I said. “Well, my friend the doctor here, whose name I also don’t know, sort of helped me figure it out.”

“PrimeCorp has allied itself with the—the other Chron,” she went on excitedly. “The split in their society, the one that Fha mentioned—this is the result. These Chron,” she swept a paw-like hand around the room to include everyone there, “they don’t want war with us, or with anyone. They were suspicious of us, but only until they found out we weren’t PrimeCorp. That’s why they brought us here.”

I nodded. “I thought as much. But speaking of PrimeCorp—we’ve got to get out of here, fast. It’s us they’re after, because they don’t want us getting home and telling the Protectorate they’re here. By being here now we’re putting everyone on the station in danger.”

I wasn’t sure she’d even heard me, because she swept on. “PrimeCorp’s involvement goes way back, Captain—all the way to the Chron War!”

“What?” The constant background chatter of the Chron voices clicking and whistling, the thump of torpedoes, the flashes of impact from the battling ships, all faded away.

“The Chron War,” Cerevare repeated. “PrimeCorp . . .” She glanced over at the two Chron with whom she’d been sitting. “If what they’ve told me is true, PrimeCorp was somehow responsible. I don’t fully understand how yet.”

I stared at her. This didn’t make any sense. PrimeCorp had been around at the time of the Chron war—not with the influence they wielded now, but still in existence. But how could they possibly have caused a war with aliens? And how could Cerevare have learned so much in such a short time? If the Chron didn’t speak Esper, I was damn sure they didn’t speak Lobor, either. And Cerevare had been familiar with only the few Chron symbols we knew from the war—and not even what they meant.

The station vibrated as another torpedo hit. They must have had amazing shields to withstand such an onslaught, but we couldn’t stay around to find out how long they’d hold. I hoped the Tane Ikai would still be intact when Hirin and the others got to it.

“Captain,” Viss said in a warning voice. I knew what he was telling me. We’d probably been here too long already.

I grabbed for Cerevare’s arm, but remembered in time that I wore the personal force field and slowed my movement. I put my hand on her arm gently. Her body heat was fervid through the thin fabric of her shirt.

“You can tell me the rest on the Tane Ikai,” I said. “We came to get you. We have to get out of here!”

Startlingly, she shook her head. “Oh, no, Captain,” she said, pulling back a step so that my hand fell away from her arm. “Don’t you see? I can’t go with you. I told them to tell you that.”

“Can’t go—what do you mean?”  Viss demanded.

She spread her palms wide, taking in the station, the Chron, everything around us. “This is what I’ve worked toward—what I’ve been looking for—my whole life.” She smiled. “A way to understand the Chron. I didn’t even know it was possible to find Chron who didn’t hate us, and whom we didn’t need to hate. But now that I’m here—now that I know—how could I possibly leave?”

The station took another hit, and I staggered a little. My legs didn’t feel as steady as they had moments before. I hoped the doctor’s injection wasn’t wearing off this fast.

“Doesn’t seem exactly safe,” Viss commented in a dry voice.

“Once you’re safely away, we’ll return to the planet,” Cerevare said. “This station isn’t completely functional yet, but they have better defenses down there. We . . . sort of sparked an unexpected conflict here when we showed up. And reinforcements are on the way.”

Gerazan frowned. “What about your job for the Protectorate?”

Cerevare actually chuckled. “I think I’m doing far more for the Protectorate by staying here, don’t you? I’ve found out more about the Chron in the last few hours than we have in decades.”

“How did you do that, anyway?” I asked her. “I had the datapad with the translator, but even with that, we could only communicate on a pretty basic level. And I can’t leave it with you—I gave it to Jahelia Sord.”

She held up her own datapad. “I don’t need it. I tried to tell you, before they caught us—the datachip Fha gave me had a full translation program on it—they’ve had far longer to study the Chron, and more recent data. There was so much data there, so many files, I hadn’t found it until I searched for something specifically on language.” Her face and her voice turned very earnest. “Really, Captain, I can stay here. I want to stay here—need to, if there’s a new Chron offensive on Nearspace coming. We’ll need all the information we can get. And I can get it. The chip is still in my room on the ship—I copied everything on to this. So—I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to tell Lanar,” I said, only half-joking. I knew she was right. It was her decision to make, and I couldn’t force her to come with us. Having someone on the inside of Chron society could be more valuable than any other weapon if war truly was in the offing again.

“Tell him I’m—on a research sabbatical,” she said with a lupine grin.

“What if we can’t return to get you? How will you communicate with us? With Nearspace?” A million objections flooded my mind, even though I knew she wouldn’t be dissuaded and I probably shouldn’t try.

“The Corvids,” she said. “We’ll work out a way to contact them—send a message through the wormhole, maybe. We should be able to do that without having to worry about the asteroids beyond. And you’ll be in touch with them, too, or the Protectorate will . . .”

I shook my head. It seemed she’d thought of everything. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” she said.

“In that case, I guess we’ll say goodbye for now,” I said, pulling her in for a quick hug. The quiet Lobor and I had become friends over the course of our strange journey, and even though I saw the sense in her words, a cold fear gripped me at the thought of leaving her here, in this alien place. She hugged me tightly too, and I almost gasped at the heat of her embrace. Lobors ran a much higher normal body temperature than humans or Vilisians—or Chron, I knew now—but I’d never been close enough to one to feel the full brunt of it before.

When I pulled away, she grinned her wolfish grin. “Don’t worry about me, Captain, I’ll be fine. And I’m going to learn so much . . .”

“All right . . . wait!” I put a hand on her arm, turning it over to see her tattoo. “Did you find out what it means?”

Eyes bright, she nodded. “Power, or energy,” she said, smiling. “Perfekta, don’t you think?”

“Perfekta,” I agreed, and turned away. My doctor friend waited near the elevators, and I hurried over with Viss and Gerazan close behind.

Another Chron, one with skin the colour of butter and armed with a weapon I didn’t recognize, stood beside the doctor. As we approached, it entered the elevator and stood waiting, and a second one, also armed, joined it. The doctor motioned us inside.

“Guess we’ve got an escort to the Tane Ikai,” Viss said.

I nodded to the doctor and said, “Thanks for everything.” Even without Pita here to translate, I hoped it might understand the gratitude in my voice . . . or maybe it could get Cerevare to explain later. I put out a hand, and the Chron took it hesitantly. The oddly smooth, seemingly jointless fingers felt strange, but its grip was firm.

There might be a future for us with the Chron, one that didn’t involve war, after all.

The station shook even harder under a renewed assault, and I quickly joined the others in the elevator. That future, if it existed, hadn’t arrived yet.

 

TO MY SURPRISE, our Chron bodyguards took the elevator only one level down, to the level the doctor had identified as officers’ quarters. Without Pita, though, I couldn’t easily ask them what they were doing. I had to trust them, and their plan became clear soon enough. At the rear of a narrow storage room, a ladder descended down an opaque metal tube.

“I should have known they wouldn’t be completely dependent on those elevators,” Viss muttered. “Gotta have an alternate route between the levels.”

The first Chron started the descent, and I followed. “Knowing about this might have made things a hell of a lot easier a little while ago,” I said.

“I know you lead a charmed life, Captain, but you can’t always get everything the easy way,” Viss retorted, climbing down after me.

“Har-dee-har.”

I had to slow down when we reached the next level, feeling ridiculously winded. Maybe the doctor’s injection was starting to wear off. No. I had to keep going until I was on the ship.

The Chron guard ahead of me glanced over his shoulder. He’d lengthened the distance between us and seemed impatient when he had to wait for me.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I muttered.

He entered another storage room with a hidden ladder, and we started down to the level where the Tane Ikai should be docked. About halfway down a shudder shook the station and my foot slipped off a rung. I threw one arm over the rung I’d been gripping, and clung with my other hand while my foot groped at empty air. A few thumping heartbeats later my questing foot found the rung. I stood still, stabilized but breathing hard.

“Captain? I can’t carry you and climb down this thing, so watch what you’re doing,” Viss said.

I felt indignation rise, then smiled. Leave it to Viss to try and goad me into staying healthy. “I’ll get there under my own power, or I’ll take cooking duty for a week,” I told him, continuing downward. A little more carefully this time.

We reached the bottom of the ladder and emerged into a thankfully empty corridor mere feet from the airlock door. I was surprised to find two men—PrimeCorp employees, judging by the logos on their jackets—unconscious in the airlock anteroom. The Chron guards split up, one accompanying us onto the ship, the other staying with the unconscious men.

“Rei’s handiwork, unless I’m sadly mistaken,” Viss said, leaning down for a glance at the lump on one man’s forehead as we stepped over them. “She does love to leave her mark on a man.”

I resolved to hear the story of how they’d ended up out there as soon as we had time, but that wasn’t now. We made it onto the bridge to find Hirin, his arm still in the yellow sling, with Yuskeya bent over his shoulder. Rei worked feverishly, scanning the ship to make sure it was safe to fly. The worst part, though, was when Yuskeya bent a finger in my direction and led me in to First Aid.

“She’s going to be all right,” she told me immediately, and I was grateful for the warning. Maja lay on the narrow gurney, pale and unconscious. One sleeve of her shirt had been cut away, and white bandages swathed her arm from bicep to her forearm implant. The front of her shirt bore a starburst of black streaks as if something terrible had impacted it.

“A couple of broken ribs,” Yuskeya said, noticing my gaze. “I’ve bandaged them up, given her shots for pain. I’m staying with her, but not because I’m really worried about her. I just don’t want her waking up in here alone. How are you?”

I leaned over and kissed Maja’s forehead, overbalancing and catching myself on the side of the bed. “Rotten, but still standing.” I tried to smile, but I’m not sure how it came out. “Thanks, Yuskeya, for taking care of her.”

“Thank Baden, too, he carried her from the elevators,” she said.

“I will. Cerevare’s staying,” I said. “I couldn’t convince her otherwise.”

Yuskeya raised her eyebrows then nodded. “I guess I’m not really surprised. She’d see this as an amazing opportunity.”

“I feel like I’m abandoning her.”

She smiled and put a hand on my arm. “We’re not all your chicks, mother hen. Sometimes we’re going to do what we damn well please.”

“I guess you’re right.” I glanced at Maja one more time. “But most of the time it’s my job. And that’s what I’m about to do. I’m going to the bridge now, and I’m getting us the hell out of here.”

 

 


Chapter 39 – Luta
Decisions of Last Resort

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IT SEEMED TO take an eternity, waiting for Rei and Viss to run the diagnostics and scans and tell me that the ship was undamaged and functional. More small fighter ships had joined the battle around the station, from both sides. If the station Chron had received reinforcements, it seemed the other side had, as well.

I wondered if I’d done the right thing, leaving Cerevare here. But it was her decision to make, I reminded myself.

I had to avert my eyes from the screens around the bridge. It seemed that on every side, torpedoes and particle beams flared on impact or explosions lit up the screens. The multicoloured bursts of light burned my eyes more than I’d admit. Whatever super-booster the Chron doctor had given me was dissipating quickly now and symptoms of whatever was wrong with me cascaded back. My headache had returned with a vengeance, and a horrible knot of pressure pulsed at the base of my skull. Pins and needles pricked my legs. I hoped I wouldn’t have to get up out of the big chair anytime soon.

“Hull’s intact,” Viss said finally from the auxiliary engineering station. “I don’t know how they managed to miss us, sitting right here on the side of the station, but we got lucky. The station’s shields must have offered us some protection. Drives coming online.”

“Rei, you ready to go?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “Scans haven’t picked up anything untoward on the ship. I guess those guys didn’t have time to plant anything nasty here—or that wasn’t their intention after all. As soon as Viss gives the word, we are out of here. Also, the Corvids’ activator drive has apparently finished converting all our navigational data. I don’t know if or when we might want to use it, but it’s there.”

Gerazan had taken the co-pilot’s seat next to her, even though I knew he wasn’t a flyer. I wasn’t going to tell him to move, though.

Yuskeya was still with Maja in First Aid—I didn’t even want to think about the horrible burns and broken ribs my daughter had suffered. She’d told me Maja would be all right, and I had to believe her. Hirin had taken the seat at the navigation console. He and I had learned the basics of most of the fundamental functions of flying a far trader, so he could fill in for Yuskeya while she was busy being a medic.

“Course to the next wormhole is laid in, Captain,” he said formally. Yuskeya had given him a shot for pain, but I hated to see the odd, protective way he held his body, cradling his injured arm.

My head filled with a dozen scenarios of PrimeCorp thugs and “bad” Chron waiting to ambush us, jury-rigged bombs in the cargo pods, sabotage in the drives—but with a mental effort I pushed them aside. Rei had said the ship was clean, and I had to take her word for it. We had to get out of here and get home. The number of days we’d been away already gnawed at me—what were PrimeCorp and their Chron allies planning? Was an attack on Nearspace imminent? Would Mother be a target, as the message Jahelia Sord had delivered—how long ago that seemed now!—had implied? I blinked away a persistent blurriness that had begun to creep into my peripheral vision, as one more nagging question raised its head. How long could I survive without treatment?

I scanned the bridge, struck by a sudden thought. Where had Jahelia Sord gone?

She sauntered out of First Aid and took an unused skimchair on the opposite side of the bridge. “Visiting the head, Captain. Nothing nefarious on my mind. We’ll have to get the corridors open soon, though. It’s a pretty tight squeeze having to go through First Aid.”

“All drives are online and ready to go,” Viss said.

Baden came out of First Aid then too, and took his seat at the comm board. His lips were set in a thin, hard line, and worry creased his forehead.

“Any change, Baden?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady and calm.

He shook his head. “Yuskeya says she’s all right,” he said. “I’m just mad as hell, that’s all.”

“Me too. Let’s get out of here so we can stick it to PrimeCorp, okej?”

“Nothing I’d like better.”

“You’ve got weapons, since Hirin’s at the nav board,” I told him. Not to mention that Hirin wasn’t in any shape to handle targeting and firing, but I didn’t need to say it. “Rei, watch for an opening in the fighting—if there’s any such thing—and get us out of here.”

“With pleasure, Captain.”

“Yuskeya,” I said over the ship’s comm. “We’re about to move, so hold on tight.”

“We’re all right in here.”

Rei worked her magic. She eased us away from the Chron station with the maneuvering jets, and as soon as we were at a safe distance, she kicked in the burst drive. We leapt past a Chron ship that darted into our path on the tail of a PrimeCorp starrunner, but they both ignored us. Then we ran for the wormhole. I had an eerie shudder of déja vu. We’d already tried once to make it to this wormhole, and been shut down completely. Would we make it this time?

“Two ships have broken off from the fight at the station and are in pursuit,” Baden said. “One PrimeCorp cruiser, and one Chron.”

“We can outrun the cruiser,” Viss said with confidence.

“But we didn’t outrun the last Chron ship that tried to catch us.” The memory of everyone falling flashed jarringly in my mind again.

“The PrimeCorp ship is signalling us,” Baden said. “Do they really think we’re going to answer?”

“Yes, we are,” I said, half-surprising even myself. “Make the connection, Baden. Audio only.” Hirin frowned at me, but I ignored him. I felt strangely euphoric, palms tingling as if the excitement were a tangible thing. “Rei, Viss, give it everything you’ve got as soon as I’m done talking to them. We’ve got the extra juice the Corvids gave us. You’ll know when I’m done.”

“—must halt immediately,” a voice from the PrimeCorp ship demanded. Whoever he was, he sounded angry, and a bit hysterical.

“You halt immediately,” I shot back. “I have a Protectorate Commander on board, as well as evidence of PrimeCorp’s involvement with the Chron. And I have a message for you to relay to Chairman Alin Sedmamin for me,” I added. “Please make certain he knows exactly where the message originated. The message is: go to hell.”

The Tane Ikai surged forward, the Corvid enhancements kicking in. Unfortunately, the PrimeCorp ship jumped ahead, too, faster than I thought was possible for its size. The Chron ship stuck close beside it.

“You shouldn’t have baited them, Luta,” Hirin said reprovingly. “They won’t rest until they catch us, now.”

“They weren’t planning to let us go anyway,” I said, and the Tane Ikai shivered suddenly, as if something had bumped up against it.

“PrimeCorp ship is firing on us, Captain,” Baden reported. “They’re still too far behind to do any real damage.”

“Shields at maximum, Viss?”

“Full on,” he confirmed. “But we’re drawing a lot of power. You want full shields and all the drives ready to call on at a moment’s notice. We can’t keep that up indefinitely.”

“I don’t need it indefinitely. Only until we make it through the wormhole. They can’t follow us through the asteroid field on the other side, right?”

“That’s the theory,” Hirin said.

“And now we’re going to need weapons, too, Viss. I don’t want to hear any excuses. Just make it happen.”

I didn’t think I’d spoken sharply, but an uncomfortable silence descended on the bridge. Well, damn them all, I thought. I’m trying to keep us all alive, here. Aloud, I said, “Baden, get ready to fire from the rear torpedo bays. Get a lock on the PrimeCorp ship if you can.”

“The Chron ship’s more dangerous,” Hirin said. “If they have the same beam as the ship that stopped us before—”

I glared at him, sweat suddenly breaking out all over my body. How dare he make me look foolish? But I caught myself before I said anything. That was a crazy way to be thinking. It was just like—

—just like before, when I was getting sick. Paranoid. Angry. We’d blamed it on the bioscavs, but they were supposedly gone, now. But the symptoms were not.

I stifled my angry reply and tried to focus on the quiet, reasonable part of my brain. “They may not have the same tech, but good point, Hirin. Baden, target the Chron ship if you can.”

Another jolt shook the ship, still weak, but worrisome. “Fire at will, Baden. Hirin, how far to the wormhole?”

“Maybe twenty minutes, if we push the burst drive,” he said.

The ship vibrated as the torps released, slicing toward our pursuers. One went wide, but the rear viewscreen showed a flicker as the other impacted the Chron shields.

They must have fired when we did, because we took another hit to our shields. A hard one, this time. Some of the screens flickered, and Rei swore under her breath.

“Sorry, Captain,” Viss said. “We don’t have enough power to keep everything at full. The shields are the weakest link.”

“What if we took the maneuvering jets offline until we’re close to the wormhole?”

I caught the glance Rei and Viss cast at each other. “It’s doable, sure,” Rei said carefully. “We’d have to make sure our heading is dead-on before we shut them down. And we’ll have no maneuverability if those ships catch up to us or anything unexpected comes up.”

Damne, of course she was right. My mind seemed to be racing headlong into ideas without concern for vital details or consequences. The tingling in my palms crept slowly up the backs of my arms now, making them feel electrified. I swallowed hard, shoving the sensation to the periphery of my consciousness, forcing myself to concentrate.

“No, you’re right. Baden, they haven’t backed off. Maybe we need to concentrate on trying to take them out.”

“Aye, Captain.” The telltale vibration signalled the volley, and I watched with satisfaction as both torps hit home. The ships came on. I thought we might be pulling away from them, but with agonizing slowness. As long as these Chron didn’t have that light-beam weapon the others had . . .

But it was the PrimeCorp ship that leapt ahead as I watched, eating up the empty space between us. Two more torps flashed out from their hull, and I gripped the arms of the chair, waiting for the impact so I could tell Baden to fire again. This time they’d be closer, we’d be sure to hit. We’d see if that would stop the bastardos.

I didn’t get the chance. The torps slammed into our weak shields and the impact threw me sideways, knocking my breath away. In the same instant the screens grew intensely bright, then flickered out, along with every other light on the bridge. I heard yelling and thumps, felt the ship swerve wildly to starwise, and then there was nothing but a terrible silence.

 

VISS GOT THE lights up incredibly fast—within seconds, leaving me blinking at the chaos of my bridge. But it wasn’t the same as before. We weren’t collapsing, falling unconscious. This was only a power issue. We could deal with that.

The returning light pricked my eyes, bringing tears, but they didn’t stop me from seeing something that made my heart almost stop.

Rei sprawled, apparently unconscious, across the pilot’s board, her long chestnut hair covering her face like a shroud. Gerazan had been thrown out of his skimchair. He scrambled crablike over to her.

“Switching all power to shields,” Viss said in a voice thick with suppressed anger.

“What the hell?” came Yuskeya’s voice over the comm from First Aid.

“You all right?” Viss barked the question at her without waiting for me to say anything.

“We’re fine in here. Do you need me out there?”

Viss glanced at Hirin, who’d managed to stay in his chair at the nav board. He looked a little shaken, but okay. “Better get out here. Rei needs you.”

“Luta!” Hirin’s voice snapped me out of my fog. “We have to get moving again. You’ve got to pilot.”

The ship shuddered under the impact of two more torpedoes. With the shields at maximum we were safe, but the blows to the shields pushed the ship into a slow turn while we coasted.

I hadn’t had many moments of perfect clarity in the last few hours, but I had one now. “I can’t,” I said, holding up my hands for him to see. They’d begun a tremor that shook them from wrist to fingertip. “I’m too sick. I’d kill us all, I know I would.”

“Then what—” Hirin glanced down at his own arm, still in the makeshift sling. He was the only other pilot in the Tane Ikai’s crew.

But I still had at least a temporary clarity. I swung my chair around. We had one other pilot on board. Not, strictly speaking, crew.

“Sord, you’re a pilot. Are you up to it?”

She sprang out of her chair and ran the few feet to the pilot’s board. Gerazan already had Rei out of the chair and on the floor, brushing her hair away from her face.

“Thought you’d never ask,” Sord said, sliding into the seat.

“I’m trusting you,” I said.

“Our fortunes are still aligned, Captain,” she said. “No need to worry.”

“Pursuing ships coming up fast,” Baden noted.

“What do we have for power?” Sord asked.

“Everything. Now get us moving,” Viss snapped, one eye on the viewscreen showing the ships behind us as he routed energy with sharp taps of his fingers on the console. I knew he was cranky at not having access to his precious engineering deck, but I wanted every inch of the ship searched before we took any chances.

Yuskeya ran out of First Aid with a medkit in hand. She did a double-take when she saw Jahelia Sord in the pilot’s chair, but recovered and knelt beside Rei. Gerazan had her head on his lap and had taken one of her hands in his. Her pale skin contrasted horribly with the dark swirls of her pridattii. I tore my eyes away, the trembling in my hands worsening. I pressed them flat on the arms of my chair to try and still them. What had happened to Rei—whatever it was—it was my fault.

Sord’s fingers flew over the board as fluidly as Rei’s, and the Tane Ikai leapt forward. We’d been swung about forty-five degrees away from the wormhole when the torps hit us, but she played the maneuvering jets like a fine instrument and the ship veered toward its course. I watched a torpedo from the PrimeCorp ship sail by without hitting us and wanted to cheer. Once we straightened out, we flew as straight and smooth toward the wormhole as if Rei had been piloting.

Yuskeya caught and held my gaze. “She’s breathing fine, heart rate’s good. I’d say she took some kind of feedback hit from the drive overflow when the power went, but I think she’ll be all right.”

“Should you try to get her into First Aid?”

“No room, with Maja in there.”

I felt ridiculous. How could I have forgotten—even for a heartbeat—that my daughter was in there, wounded?

“I’ll sit with her,” Gerazan said. “Not like I was doing anything helpful, anyway.”

“We could try to get her to her quarters,” Yuskeya suggested.

“I think she’s comfortable enough here,” Gerazan said. “Let’s not move her. She might come around any minute, right? It’s not worth unsealing the bridge.”

“Pursuing ships aren’t gaining any more, but not giving up, either,” Baden said. “Should I fire again?”

My anger at the ships chasing us had faded. Unfortunately it had taken much of my strength with it, and I felt shaky as a newborn kitten. I lifted a hand from the armrest tentatively; the tremors had stopped, leaving my muscles fatigued and achy. I shook my head. “Let’s put everything into the drives, and get out of here. They shouldn’t be able to follow us through the wormhole, anyway—we’ve got the coordinates for the asteroid field at the other end, but they don’t.”

“Drives and shields, then,” Viss said, and the ship shivered a little as our speed increased.

We continued that way as one tense moment followed another. Sord said little, completely intent on getting us to the wormhole as fast as possible. Gerazan stayed on the floor with Rei. Yuskeya went to First Aid and fetched a blanket for her, then returned to check on Maja.

The ships chasing us fired a few more torpedoes. Only one hit, but it barely rattled the strengthened shields. Little by little, they receded, losing the ground they’d gained on us. Silently I berated myself for allowing them that little victory—it was my fault Rei was hurt. If I hadn’t given in to my anger, wanted to return fire at them, if I’d concentrated on getting us out of there—

“These Chron don’t seem to have that same light beam thing, anyway,” Hirin said, breaking the silence. “They’d have stopped us by now if they did.”

“Wow, we got lucky on one front,” Baden said.

“Two, if you count having me on board to drive this thing when no-one else could,” Sord drawled, “but I guess that’s hardly worth mentioning.”

“Gee, thanks for saving your own azeno along with ours.” Baden’s voice dripped mock sincerity.

“That’s enough, children, we’re coming up on the wormhole,” Hirin said. “I’ve activated the coordinates Fha gave us—Yuskeya already had them in here. Sord, are you up to this?”

“Gramps, if you knew how many skips I’ve run—never mind. I’ll be a good little pilot and say, ‘Yes, sir.’”

“Skip drive is ready,” Viss said.

“Ships still in pursuit,” Baden said. “They must see that we’re about to make the skip.”

“I wonder why they stopped firing on us?” Gerazan said. “Think they ran out of ammunition?”

“Could be. Or they realized it wasn’t doing any good.”

“So why keep following us?”

“PrimeCorp and the Chron,” I said. “The one thing they have in common is—they never give up.”

“Initializing skip drive,” Jahelia Sord said. “I’ll switch to auto as soon as we’re through the wormhole, to get us past the asteroids, is that right?”

“Right,” I told her. “We should have some breathing room then, we’ll get Rei sorted out and make a plan for getting—”

“PrimeCorp ship is firing on us!” Baden yelped. “Particle beam, maybe. It’s lighting up the shields!”

It was too late to stop or turn. The dark mouth of the wormhole swallowed us, and the spill of colours swirled across the viewscreens. Remembering the last time I’d seen a ship fire an energy weapon into a wormhole, I wondered if it was the last thing any of us would ever see.

 

 


Chapter 40 – Jahelia
Trust and Other Rare Commodities

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OKAY, SO I hadn’t piloted a ship the size of the Tane Ikai in decades, but I wasn’t about to tell Luta Paixon that. With Little Miss Pilot and Gramps both out of commission, and Paixon dealing with her bioscav sickness, I was obviously the only hope to get us out of there. I’ll admit there was a small voice in my head suggesting that maybe if I could get the PrimeCorp folks to listen, tell them about my assignment from Alin Sedmamin himself, I could extricate myself from this mess. But a smarter voice replied that there was no guarantee these guys would believe me—or care. And I no longer trusted anything PrimeCorp. So I stuck with Paixon. Better the devil you know and all that.

Furthermore, I’d already hidden a small stash of goodies from the Chron station here on the ship. They’d finance the next part of my life. It would be a shame to have to leave them here.

So I was doing pretty well, I thought. It was all coming back to me, and once you’ve flown a few ships around Nearspace, you can fly almost anything. All I had to do was make this one skip and then I had no doubt they’d find someone else to take over. Paixon needed me, but I could tell she didn’t really like to see me sitting in Little Miss Pilot’s seat.

But when Baden yelled that the PrimeCorp ship had opened fire on us with an energy weapon, I have to admit I had a bad moment. I hadn’t seen the shot that took out the wormhole to Delta Pavonis, but I’d seen the end result. That red vortex of an eye, spewing radiation. I had no doubt that anything inside that wormhole when it had gone boom had gone boom also.

I bit down hard on my tongue, until I tasted blood. The hot, coppery tang steadied me, kept my hands solid on the controls. Seconds passed. The wormhole seemed normal. Luckily, piloting a skip was mostly a matter of a few small steps, done in the right order and repeated until you got to the end. Touch. Nudge the drive thrust. Repel off the side. Slide around. Touch.

Maybe the weapon the Chron had used had been some other kind, and a mere particle beam wasn’t enough to disrupt the stability of a wormhole. And if nothing bad had happened so far, there still had to be a chance that if I could hold us steady through this wormhole, we’d come out the other end intact.

“Sord? You all right?”

I didn’t take my eyes or hands from the skip controls. “Holding on, Captain. Happy to see we haven’t blown up yet.”

“True enough. Baden, Viss, Hirin, how are we doing?”

Paixon tried to keep her voice light, but the strain was hard to hide. I didn’t know how she was still upright, unless it was whatever the Chron had given her in that shot. And who knew how long that would last? Despite my concentration on getting us through the skip, my thoughts darted to my father’s desperate, last-ditch attempt to save my mother’s life. The memory flickered through my mind like a series of still images strung along a wire.

Longate had been a disaster, instead of the game-changer my father and Nicadico Corp had banked on. I’d been suspicious that everything hadn’t been on the shiny side of the law when my father came home regularly with enough for us to live on and plenty for him to gamble away. We’d had to move quickly when the deadly flaws in the treatment had come to light, like cockroaches scurrying away from prying eyes. My father swore to me repeatedly that he’d known nothing of the shortcuts, the paid-for endorsements, the manipulated research results. His version of our swift and secretive departure was that they’d be looking for scapegoats, and he was a logical choice, having occupied a primary place on the research team. That also made him a logical choice for someone who’d bent the rules, but I didn’t say that. I was too worried about my mother’s rapidly deteriorating health and how much of my time it was taking to care for her.

So when my father finally came up with his brilliant plan to simply remove the malfunctioning bioscavs from her system, we were months and systems and wormholes away from the Nicadico lab where, if he’d only thought of it earlier, he could have borrowed the equipment he needed. As it was, I had to exert all my skills at obtaining things in secret deals and shady trades to come up with what he wanted. A high-tech dialysis machine, with a lot of tweaks and add-ons that hadn’t come cheap—except for the couple I’d been able to obtain by blackmail.

Mamma’d been almost entirely bedridden anyway by the time we had it all set up in the mildewy back bedroom of the four-room apartment I’d found us on Xaqual. I had to empty the trashcan next to the bed every night—it would be filled to overflowing with bloodied tissues from her nosebleeds. When I’d help her to the washroom, her legs would often begin a wracking tremor that ended in a weakness so profound she’d drop to her knees. The headaches, angry outbursts, and paranoia were everyday occurrences now. The new normal.

It took the entire night for her blood to filter through the machine that Dad had altered. She slept through most of it, although she kept unconsciously knocking the transcutaneous diverter out of place, and I had to sit beside the bed and monitor her. In the morning she actually woke up brighter than she had in a long time, and demanded to be let up out of bed so she could have a shower. She was still weak, but the other symptoms had abated drastically.

Until that night.

I shivered myself out of the memory. “Last skip coming up,” I said, and when we’d slid around the inside of the wormhole one more time, we shot out the end. I flipped the ship over to the auto-nav to guide us through the tumbling asteroid field we’d been expecting.

The nose of the Tane Ikai grazed the side of an irregular grey rock the size of a small house. The shields flared and it was close enough to make out individual craters on its pocked surface.

“Merde!” I switched to manual and punched the controls again. The asteroids that were supposed to form a constantly moving barrier to guard the wormhole mouth were frozen in place like an avalanche stopped in mid-slide.  Now, instead of being able to navigate it via the pre-set coordinates in the nav computer, I had to run it manually like a demented obstacle course.

Gasps and exclamations came from around the bridge as I jammed on the reverse thrusters and kept my fingers on the maneuvering jet controls, tweaking our course with minute bursts as we wove through the eerie graveyard of stones.

“Everybody quiet! Sord?”

I knew what Paixon was asking in that one word. Can you do this?

“No. Problem.” I’m not sure how convincing I sounded, speaking through gritted teeth. But what was the alternative? If Paixon wasn’t capable of flying us through a skip, she certainly couldn’t guide the ship through this. The path through the asteroids narrowed and gaped, twisted and spun, making the passage treacherous, even at a crawl. If they suddenly started moving again, we’d be battered and crushed in seconds.

“Bad news,” Baden said. “The PrimeCorp ship—they followed us through.”

“They must have something to do with the asteroid field being like this,” Paixon said. “They had to have known.”

We were almost through the field—the asteroids began to thin ahead of us, and I could see the greater unbroken darkness of space beyond.

Except it wasn’t as unbroken as it should have been. Darting bits of movement and flashes of light told me something was wrong. It wasn’t until I could see my way clear through the last of the asteroids that I realized what I was seeing.

“Worse news,” I said. “I think we’ve landed in the middle of another firefight.”

 

“THAT’S THE CORVID station,” Paixon said. “Merde, it’s under attack!”

The station appeared identical to the one where the crew had first met the Corvids. I hadn’t been on the bridge at the time, but Pita had shown me feeds from the viewscreens after the fact. This one was as dark, creepy, and completely alien as the other one had been. Unfortunately, it was a lot busier. Small Corvid fighters engaged with both PrimeCorp starrunner and Chron ships. No surprise there.

“Damne, damne. We’re not in very good shape to help out here,” Paixon said.

“We’re not in any shape to help out here,” Viss confirmed. “Our shields took a beating from the torps and the particle beam.” He threw a glance at me. “And if we lose another pilot—”

“Viss is right.” Hirin used his one good hand to bring up the coordinates for the asteroid field leading out of this system. “We can’t get caught up in this. We need to verify these coordinates and reach Nearspace.”

“And, um, if I could just mention,” Baden added, “the PrimeCorp ship is sailing through the asteroid field behind us like he knows the way. We slowed down to get through it; he’s accelerating through. And I’m guessing he plans to skip the party around that station and keep coming after us.”

“Tell me where I’m going, folks,” I said. “I need a plan.”

Paixon hesitated a moment more, then said, “Right, the wormhole it is. Baden, contact the station to confirm the coordinates we got from Fha. Sord—punch it for the wormhole.”

“Will do.” The Tane Ikai’s burst drive was a thing of beauty with the modifications the Corvids had made, and once Paixon gave the word I pushed it to its limit. I had to swing wide around the station to avoid the firefight still raging around it, but it didn’t put us far off course.

“PrimeCorp ship has cleared the asteroids,” Baden said, too brief a time later. “Staying on our tail—and just fired at us again.”

“Shields have as much juice as I can give them,” Viss said.

“Sord, try to evade with the maneuvering jets, but not if it slows us too much,” Paixon told me. Her voice sounded fainter, as if she was reaching the end of her endurance.

I punched the vertical thruster, and the ship dropped, making my stomach lurch. I wasn’t used to such a quick and thorough response in a ship this size. Not quick enough, though. The Tane Ikai shuddered as the shields took the hit. Paixon gasped behind me, and I hoped she wasn’t going to throw up.

She had me really confused now; I didn’t know anymore what could be going wrong with her bioscavs. From my experience—limited, sure, but still more than most people had—she should not have survived this long without bioscavengers in her system, when she’d been dependent on them for so long.

Mamma had lived a whole twenty-four hours once her bioscavs were gone. At first she’d rallied, symptom-free. But that only lasted long enough for us to get our hopes up. It started that night with a headache and a nosebleed we couldn’t seem to stop. The convulsions came not long after that. The vomiting, shivering, and body-wracking shakes as her entire body rebelled and, once it wore itself out with rebellion, shut down for good.

I glanced at Luta Paixon. She’d put a hand to her temple, rubbing it absently as if she could erase the pain behind it with her fingertips. Should I warn her?

Would she believe me? What good would it do, anyway? They seemed to think that getting her to her mother might save her. Might as well let them do that. For all I knew, it would, if we could make it.

Then it hit me as hard as one of those PrimeCorp torpedoes. Her mother. Emmage Mahane. The woman I’d set out to hurt. The woman I’d targeted for revenge, the one I’d marked to bear the brunt for all the years of running, and hiding, and scrimping, and lying. The years of trying to save my parents from themselves.

Of trying to save me from myself.

It was all her fault, wasn’t it?

I hadn’t known exactly how I was going to hurt Emmage Mahane. I thought Paixon might lead me to her, or maybe an opportunity would present itself to get my revenge on Mahane through her daughter, or her granddaughter. I figured I’d know my chance when it presented itself.

And here it was.

Paixon was going to die. All I had to do was let it happen. Fly a little slower. Stray off course a bit. Stretch out the time so that she didn’t make it to Emmage Mahane.

So easy.

 

 


Chapter 41 – Luta
The Enveloping Fog

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I’D NEVER UNDERSTOOD what people meant by an “icepick headache,” but I thought I did now. I put a hand to my temple, blinking away tears that welled up in response to the pain. It really did feel as if someone had stabbed my head with a sharp instrument. Jahelia Sord with her fork, I thought, trying to distract myself from it. Sometimes the way she looked at me, I thought that was exactly what she’d like to do.

I glanced at her, so incongruous in Rei’s seat. Not now, though. Now she was saving all of us—herself included. I still didn’t understand her, but I was damn glad that she’d come aboard the ship.

“No response from the station,” Baden said. “I’ve signalled them three times on the channel Fha set up, but nothing.”

The embattled station still showed on one of the side viewscreens. There seemed to be no let-up in the assault, and no side clearly emerging as a victor yet.

“Maybe the coordinates we have will work,” I said, but in my heart, I didn’t believe it. I’d expect them to change all the asteroid field settings as soon as the assault began, to try and prevent further incursions into the system. That the attackers had apparently found a way to override one field—the one we’d come through—wouldn’t change that protocol.

“I hate to say it, but we have more trouble,” Baden said. “Two ships have broken off from the attack on the station and are headed after us.”

I pressed my lips together until they hurt. “So our stalker has called in some friends. Sord, Viss, can we get anything else from the burst drive?”

Viss answered without hesitation. “I’m sorry, Captain. It’s full-out. The only other thing I could do is take the shields offline—”

The PrimeCorp ship fired another torpedo, and it battered into the shields, answering that question. I glanced at the rear screens. The two ships coming to join their fellow—I couldn’t tell for sure, but were they gaining on us? If they caught up and added their firepower to the first—

But at this rate, we’d never reach the asteroid field before the shields gave out. We couldn’t weaken ourselves further by returning fire. And I feared that when we reached the asteroids, we’d have to stop anyway. If the coordinates weren’t right, Sord couldn’t fly through the field on her own. Even Rei hadn’t been able to do it without my help, and I’d been a lot healthier then.

I stood from the chair. I couldn’t think. I needed to move, needed to pace, clear my mind. I always thought best while I walked, letting the motion shake disparate thoughts into a shape that made sense. My legs wobbled, and I swore under my breath, clutching at the chair arm.

I hate being sick. I hate being weak.

Forcing my back straight and willing my legs to hold me up, I slowly paced the width of the bridge. I caught Hirin’s eyes on me, dark with concern. I managed a half-smile for him, turned and started the other way. It wasn’t easy.

I hate the pain. I hate the uncertainty. And I hated feeling this much self-pity.

I tried to bludgeon my mind clear. Most of all, I hated the PrimeCorp ship behind me. We had to escape them, or we had to stop them.

Stop them.

Stop them.

I whirled toward Hirin, almost toppling over. The empty skimchair next to Baden, where Maja usually sat, saved me. I grabbed the arm and fell into it. “Hirin! When the Chron were chasing us before—before we all went out—Rei said something to you about the activator drive. What was it?”

Hirin frowned, shook his head slightly. “I don’t—what was it? She wanted to use it. But I didn’t understand why.”

“Right. Because we weren’t near a ghosting artifact.” I dropped my eyes to my hands, gripping the arms of the skimchair. Think. The smooth armrest felt oddly rippled, but I knew it was the scarring on my fingertips. The only scars I had that my nanobioscavengers had not healed.

“But one stopped our drives once,” I said suddenly. “That’s it! At the artifact moon—we were caught in it and it stopped our drives, remember? It shut down everything. It wrecked things!” I held up my burned fingers, where the datapad had seared them. “Viss—”

“Already on it, Captain,” he said, his hands flying over the engineering console. “Activator drive is online.”

“Fire.”

A bright flash lit up the rear viewscreens as the drive activated, sending its pulse of—whatever it was—directly into the path of the oncoming PrimeCorp ship. There was no flash of impact, no explosion. The ship kept coming. But—

“Its drives are shut down!” Baden shouted. “No weapons systems, no thrust. They’ll keep coasting, but they’ll have to reboot everything, just like we did at the artifact moon.”

I struggled up out of the skimchair to get to my own. “All right. That gives us a little more time to make the wormhole. Sord, you all right?”

“Perfectly fine, Captain. Running full out, straight for the asteroid field.” Her voice sounded strained, belying her words, but if she said she was okej, I’d take her word for it.

“Baden, still nothing from the station?”

“Sorry, Captain. Not a thing.”

I pulled in a deep breath and smelled blood. Startled, I glanced around the bridge, then realized it was me. I put a hand up to catch the wet, hot drop that threatened to spill over my top lip. Not again.

“Three minutes to the asteroid field,” Hirin said.

I swallowed hard, tried to focus. “Can you tell yet if the coordinates will work? Extrapolate our course at all?”

He was quiet as he worked, pressing commands one-handed into the nav computer as fast as he could. Finally he looked up. “It’s hard to tell—the asteroids are moving, not static like the last field. It’s impossible to predict the course this far in advance. I can find Fha’s designated entry points into the field—but not whether an asteroid will be in that location three minutes from now.”

“The other PrimeCorp ships are still coming on,” Baden said. “Not gaining, but they’ll catch up quick if we have to stop at the field.”

Pain stabbed into the side of my head again, blinding me with sudden tears. “We have to fly straight into the field when we get there,” I said. “Sord, can you do that?”

She hesitated a long time before she spoke. “I don’t think so, not on my own.”

I knew it must have cost her to make that admission. “What about your datapad—Pita? No super navigational abilities we don’t know about?”

I heard a smile in Sord’s voice, a rare thing. “She can do a lot of things, Captain, but she can’t fly a ship by herself.”

I swallowed again. My mouth had gone dry, and my throat felt like sandpaper. But we couldn’t let ourselves be blown up or captured by PrimeCorp. We had to warn Nearspace. Unsteadily, I pushed myself out of the chair. “Okej. Then I’ll try to help you. Maybe between us—”

I made it halfway to the co-pilot’s seat before my legs buckled. Baden tried to catch me, but my arm picked up a heavy tremor and he couldn’t hold me. I crashed to the metal decking, legs kicking feebly, completely out of my control. My head banged painfully onto the floor, so hard I felt the lump begin to swell immediately.

“Luta!” Hirin was up from the nav console and at my side, awkwardly turning me on my side. Oddly, I smelled strawberries. The word asteroid seemed to be stuck in my head, my mind looping it over and over asteroid asteroid field asteroid orbit asteroid belt asteroid asteroid. Black dots starred my vision, expanding like the mouth of a wormhole until I could see only black. My eyes were wide open, but I couldn’t see.

I could still hear, though. I heard Jahelia Sord telling Baden something that didn’t make any sense.

“That storage room behind the head,” she said. It sounded like speaking hurt her throat, but the words tumbled out, terse and sharp. “Rear wall, behind a box of dried pasta. Inside a bag marked ‘filters’. There’s some stuff there—get the med injector—it’s the one that Chron doctor used on her. Still a dose in it. I don’t know if it will do any good. But if the convulsions have started, I can tell you it can’t hurt.”

Skimchair rolling across decking. Running feet. Yuskeya’s voice . . . Maja’s voice, too? She must be all right. Tears pricked my eyes at that. Hirin’s hand under my head.  Someone clutching my hand. Words and voices spinning around me, cluttering up the air, meaningless, noisy. Asteroid asteroid asteroid.

The running feet returning. Something cool and round pressed to the base of my neck, and a familiar spreading tingle that was half-pleasant, half-pain. I thought about drawing in a deep breath, tried, and found I could. Specks of light like tiny fireworks danced in my vision, and sight returned as they cleared. My body returned to me. It had stopped shaking. The lump on my head felt tender where Hirin’s hand held it, and I managed to get a hand on the decking and push myself upright. In the space of a few more heartbeats, I felt clear and light and absolutely purposeful.

“Whoa, Captain,” Yuskeya said, her hand on my shoulder. “Take it easy. I don’t know what just happened, but you’re in no shape—”

“No, that’s the point, Yuskeya. I am in the shape—the shape I need to be in to help Sord navigate the asteroids. Look.” I held out my hand to her. Rock steady. I put the hand on the comm board next to Baden and pulled myself to my feet, a little wobbly but a thousand times better than I’d been minutes ago. “But we don’t know how long it will last, so there’s no time to lose.”

“The other PrimeCorp ships are almost in torpedo range,” Baden said.

“And the asteroid field is dead ahead,” Jahelia Sord said. “Decision time, people.”

“Yuskeya—the coordinates?”

She gave me one more hard, searching stare, then crossed hurriedly to the nav board and keyed in commands. When she turned back to me, her eyes were dark with concern. “No good. The configuration has changed.”

“All right.” I squeezed Maja’s hand—she’d been the one holding it, still pale-faced and trembly, but moving under her own power—and let it go, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat. “Sord, you’re dock. I’ll take starboard. Viss will shut down everything but the maneuvering jets. We’re going to weave our way through this to the wormhole, and then engage the skip drive, okej?”

Jahelia Sord didn’t take her eyes off the board, her fingers skimming the controls like a musician playing a delicate instrument. Her lips were pressed tight together, the muscles in her neck strained. “Got it.”

There was no time to say anything else as we plunged into the tumbling field. Like the other field Rei and I had navigated, the asteroids came in every size, from pebbles you’d find scattered along a riverbed to monsters twice the size of the ship. Their smooth and cratered surfaces loomed terrifyingly close on the screen as we ducked, dodged, and wove through them, always focused on the spot where the wormhole’s dark mouth waited for us, if we could only reach it in one piece.

Smaller rocks battered against the shields, translating into tiny bursts of light on the viewscreen. We couldn’t avoid them all, not this time. I flinched at every impact, waiting for the one that would burn out the weakened shields.

“I never want to see another asteroid after this,” Jahelia Sord said conversationally. The strain in her voice belied her composure.

“Shields are holding,” Viss reassured us.

I knew they couldn’t protect us from the larger rocks, not in their current state, but it was nice to know we didn’t have to do this perfectly in order to survive.

“Looks like the PrimeCorp ships won’t follow us in,” Baden said after a few minutes. “They’re getting close to the field, but slowing.”

The asteroids finally thinned, the wormhole mouth a shadowed disc up ahead. “Initiating skip drive,” Sord said.

I sat back from the board, letting my hands fall into my lap as the spun-rainbow colours of the wormhole swallowed us up. Fatigue flooded me, reaction and relief making my arms feel heavy and weak, even though I knew the injection wouldn’t be wearing off yet. “Thanks, Jahelia Sord,” I said, turning to her. She had her eyes focused on the pilot’s board, guiding the ship though the delicate dance of wormhole skipping, but she smiled.

“Don’t thank me yet; you’re still not home,” she said.

“But I think now I’ll make it,” I told her, “and that’s thanks to you.”

“True.” She grinned. “So what you’re saying is, you owe me one?”

I laughed, the first time I’d done so in a long time. It felt good. “I was thinking maybe it made us even. But I guess we can talk about it.”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” she said. I had the feeling it would be an interesting talk. I leaned forward, resting my arms on the co-pilot’s board and closing my eyes. After a moment I felt Hirin’s hand on my shoulder.

He bent low and whispered in my ear, “I think we can take it from here. Why don’t you go and rest?”

Before I could answer him, Rei woke up. Luckily, we were out of the skip by then.

 

“IT’S OKAY,” I heard Gerazan say. I was about to answer him when I realized that he wasn’t talking to me. He’d been sitting on the deck with Rei all this time, waiting for a break in the multiple crises so he could help move her to her quarters. She must be coming around. I forced my eyes open again to see how she was doing.

Rei opened unfocused eyes and looked around blearily. Then she seemed to notice Sord. She sprang like a scalded Erian cat, up from the floor where she’d been lying, to catch Jahelia Sord by the shoulders and shove her bodily out of the pilot’s chair. Sord hadn’t had a chance to see Rei coming. She lurched across the bridge decking, off balance, finally falling against a vacant console. The ship lurched to the side, and Rei staggered.

“Rei!” Hirin yelled, and she turned but didn’t seem to see him.

I pushed myself up to sit again, staring up at her. “Rei! It’s all right,” I barked. “Sit down, dammit, and let Sord fly the ship! You’re hurt!”

Confusion slid across her face, tracking over her darkly beautiful tattoos. She focused on me with an effort. “I thought—Luta, are you—”

“Rei, Luta’s sick, you were knocked out, and Sord was helping us pilot. Nothing’s wrong.” Hirin’s voice was strong and lucid and seemed to break through the fog of her mental disarray.

She glanced over at the vacant console where Sord had fallen. She hadn’t moved to get up. “I don’t think she’s going to be able to keep helping,” she said carefully.

Of course not. Jahelia Sord was out cold.

 

“THEN SIT DOWN and start driving,” Hirin roared at Rei, and it worked, because she did just that. Her fingers didn’t move with their usual fluidity, but she straightened out the course that had begun to drift.

“Yuskeya,” Viss said, one of the few times I’d heard him speak directly to her in weeks, “wouldn’t you have something in First Aid that would help Rei?”

“I would,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Thanks, Viss.”

She jumped up from the nav board and ran for the First Aid station, returning almost immediately to slip an injector up against Rei’s arm implant. Rei shuddered and nodded. “I’m good.”

I still felt okay, if a little weak, so I got up and crossed with Yuskeya to take a look at Sord. She had a welling red lump on her forehead, and I suspected that our momentary camaraderie might be forgotten when she woke up. I sighed. If I didn’t owe her before, I thought maybe I did now.

Yuskeya made another trip to First Aid and soon had Sord sitting up and rubbing her forehead. “Kristos, Rei, what was that for?” she said. “We were friends half an hour ago.”

Rei glanced over at us, and a bright red flush crept over her face. “I’m sorry,” she said, and turned her eyes resolutely to the console. “I was confused when I woke up. And I thought maybe you’d—maybe you’d—”

“Knocked out the Captain and hijacked the ship?” Sord said, an edge of sarcasm sharpening her voice.

“Um. Yeah.”

“With Gramps standing right there, and everyone else on the bridge, too?”

Rei gulped. “It was—like I said, I was confused. Sorry.”

Sord prodded the bump. “Ouch. Yeah, well, I guess I could understand it.”

Satisfied that Sord was all right, I finally had a chance to glance at the main viewscreen. Just when I thought I’d seen enough asteroids to last me the rest of my life—even a very long life—we’d emerged into the Tau Ceti system, famous for its enormous debris disk of asteroidal and cometary material. We’d landed in the thick of the symmetrical disk, which explained how the Chron had been able to camouflage an artifact object here. The wormhole that linked Tau Ceti to the rest of Nearspace, via Eta Cassiopeia, emerged far enough from the solitary G-class star to be at the very edge of the disk, far from where we were now. Tiny Quma lay on the edge of the star’s habitable zone.

“Yuskeya, we need to scan for the Chron artifact,” Hirin said. “I can do it if Sord still needs attention.”

Jahelia Sord waved Yuskeya away. “I’m fine,” she said, pulling herself up into the chair at the vacant console.

Yuskeya returned to the nav console, and I pulled another skimchair over to sit near Sord. “Hirin,” I said, “it’s probably overdue, but you have the chair.”

He bowed in acquiescence, and I turned to Sord. In a low voice I said, “You know a lot more about my bioscavs than I understand. Want to tell me how?”

She regarded me for a long moment, her brown eyes unreadable. “I’ve told Maja some,” she said finally. “Suffice to say, my father worked with your mother. He, and my own mother, and I, all have—or had—similar bioscavs to yours.”

“Had?”

Her eyes flicked away and then to me. “They’re both dead. My father, eight years ago, my mother, a while before that.” She leaned forward in her chair, resting her elbows on her knees. “Here’s what you need to know. My father tried to save my mother’s life when her bioscavs broke down, like it seems yours did. He filtered them out of her system, same as that Chron doctor did on the station.”

I swallowed hard. “But—it didn’t work?”

She turned her eyes to her hands, as youthful and unlined as mine, studying them as she remembered. “She got better—for a day. And died that night. Nosebleed, headache . . . convulsions. It was only a wild guess that whatever the Chron doc had injected you with would keep the symptoms at bay for a while longer, but even the first injection didn’t give you much time. You’ve got to get to your mother as fast as you damn well can.”

I nodded. “As soon as we locate the artifact here, we’ll use the activator drive and try to ghost this wormhole to Mu Cassiopeia, where she is. Should be,” I added. I knew she was scheduled to travel to the Schulyer Group’s labs on Mars sometime soon. I could only hope that she hadn’t left yet, and that the Corvid drive really had access to all our nav data. If the conversion hadn’t worked—but I wouldn’t let myself think about that.

“Found it,” Yuskeya said. “Baden, I’m feeding the data to you. We should be able to lock on with the activator drive.” She glanced over at me. “You still okay, Captain? If this works, we’ll have you to your mother in no time.”

“I’m fine,” I told her. If the injection had bought me a limited amount of time, we couldn’t waste any. I returned to Sord.

“I’m . . . not going to turn you over to the Protectorate,” I said, almost surprising myself. I really hadn’t known I was going to say that until the words were out, although the idea had been bubbling in my mind for a little while now. I didn’t understand all the reasons Jahelia Sord had become entangled in our lives, but I felt sure that whatever they were, they’d changed along the way. We’d been through things together, and I thought we’d both come out the other side feeling differently.

Her eyebrows rose. “You’re not? A bit of piloting and a filched medical injector and all’s forgiven?”

I chuckled. “Not quite. I’ll need your datapad—and all those files—in order to prove to the Protectorate what PrimeCorp has been doing.”

Her hand twitched as if to grab something, but she only shrugged and said, “Sure. I understand.”

“But whatever else is in the storage room that ‘belongs’ to you—you can keep. On one condition.”

She tilted her head. “Which is?”

“You sell it to anyone but PrimeCorp,” I told her.

She laughed. “Deal.”

We’d pulled up near an asteroid that looked like any other . . . until you magnified it on the screen, as Viss had done. Then you could tell that it had been constructed, the way the first artifact moon we’d found had been. “About to initiate the activator drive,” Viss said. “Everyone ready?”

“Go ahead,” Hirin said, after a glance at me. I smiled and nodded.

The light flashed out from the Tane Ikai and, as expected, had no obvious impact on the asteroid. On the viewscreen, however, the wormhole began to glow blue and silver, just as it had when the Chron had activated the moon near the wormhole to Delta Pavonis. The colours spun, swirling like a whirlpool, and the cone of silver-blue light pushed out from the mouth of the wormhole. I was glad we’d seen this phenomenon already, and knew it was normal. I never would have had the courage to order Rei to fly into that pointed tip of light otherwise.

I felt a sudden heaviness grip my chest and squeeze, as if I were back on that gurney on the Chron station and someone had pulled the restraints too tight.

“Some of the beam reflected,” Yuskeya said. “Doesn’t seem to have had any effect on us, though.”

“Ready for skip,” Rei said. “Viss, initiate the drive?”

I gasped, the sound abnormally loud in my ears. The icepick headache returned, stabbing into my temple and shooting all the way into my eye. I think I cried out.

All heads—except Rei’s, since she was guiding us through the terminal point, swivelled towards me. Jahelia Sord’s hand gripped my arm. It felt as hot as a Lobor’s fervid touch. I leaned forward in my chair and vomited, then slid forward off the skimchair seat. Sord’s hands grabbed me around the shoulders and lowered me to the deck, away from the spreading puddle I’d created. My legs began to jerk, kicking feebly at nothing, and cold sweat stung my brow. This time a fog seemed to be lowering over my vision, closing in from the sides, narrowing my field of view down to a hazy tunnel with no discernible light at the end.

No. No. I was suddenly so tired of this. Tired of being sick, and weak, and never knowing when my body would rebel against me again.

Hirin was there then, taking my hand, whispering to me. “Hang on, Luta. We’re almost there. One more skip. Hang on.”

And Maja, stroking my hair away from my face. My beautiful daughter. At least we’d solved our differences before—

That was my last thought before the fog rolled in to claim me.

 

 


Chapter 42 – Luta
After the War

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE NEXT FEW days were ones I don’t remember, since I was unconscious for the vast majority of them. I know, because Hirin has told me, and my continued existence makes it evident, that we found Mother as expected on Kiando, and she was able to give me—just in time—an infusion of new nanobioscavengers. They apparently went to war with the mutated ones the Chron filtration system had missed, and won, and were now hard at work repairing whatever damage had been done. I missed this internal bioscavenger war entirely, being deeply sedated so the bioscavs could do their job.

I learned that the Stillwell reported in a few days after we landed on Kiando, having mysteriously found itself once again on the Delta Pavonis side of the wormhole. I strongly suspected the Corvids might have had a hand in that, since Jahelia Sord’s ship had also been found drifting nearby. I said nothing, since the crew was intact and healthy, despite widespread confusion and a large gap in their collective memory. Maybe someday I’d get the chance to ask Fha about it.

I know that Hirin did as I’d promised, despite deeply mistrusting my judgement at that moment, and let Jahelia Sord walk off the Tane Ikai and disappear. I finally got a chance to sit up in bed and ask him some more questions about her a week after we arrived on Kiando. Gusain Buig, Duntmindi’s Chairman on the planet and Mother’s significant other, had opened his house—his mansion—to all of us. I felt quite pampered. My bedroom had been decorated in soothing, creamy tones with touches of rose and yellow striping the furniture and the window hangings. Soft rugs covered the floors, and fresh flowers scented the room every morning. I could have spent more time snuggling into the softness of the bed and enjoying the idea that I’d be back to normal soon, but I had questions and Hirin had been deflecting them, telling me to “wait until you feel better.”

“Okay, Hirin,” I said, settling comfortably against a mound of pillows and tucking the forest-green organic velvet coverlet around me, “spill. What happened with Jahelia Sord?”

He pursed his lips and I thought he might try to evade the question again, but he must have read something in my eyes. He sighed. “Well, I think there was a lot more to her than the not-so-great PrimeCorp operative we thought she was at first.”

“She proved that several times over,” I agreed. But that was an evasive answer; I could tell there was more. “What? What else?”

“There was a message on the computer in her room. For you.” He dug a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to me. “This is what it said.”

It didn’t take long to read. There were only fourteen words.

Captain Paixon,

Ask your mother about my father, Berrto Sord. I will see you both again.

I looked up at Hirin, frowning. “Did you? Ask Mother?”

He shook his head. “Thought I’d leave that for you. Jahelia Sord also,” he continued, “took the datachip from Cerevare’s quarters. The one Fha gave us, with all the Chron information on it.”

I sat forward. “What?”

“Guess we should have thought of it first,” he admitted grimly. “But she did leave copies of all the files on the computer in Cerevare’s room.”

“That little—”

“She also took her datapad with her, and left a fake one with me.”

I couldn’t suppress a gasp at that. “That was our evidence—”

He held up a hand. “Don’t get too excited. She left a full copy—as far as Baden can tell—of almost all its files.”

“The Chron dictionary? The PrimeCorp files? Everything?”

“Apparently. Everything except the AI itself. There’s also a personal log file she’d been keeping as sort of a journal. I didn’t read much of that, and put an encryption on it. Figured you should read it first, then decide who, if anyone, you want to share it with.”

I relaxed against the pillows again, letting my momentary anger drain away. Jahelia Sord was nothing if not an opportunist, and she could certainly see the value in the tech and information she’d walked away with. I could hardly blame her for protecting her own interests. She’d at least had the decency to copy the files. I carefully folded up her note, running my finger along the sharp creases. I tucked it under the covers beside me. It—and Sord herself—would take some thinking about. “Thanks. So what’s going to happen with PrimeCorp?”

Hirin settled back in the rose-and-yellow-striped wing chair and crossed his legs. “I gave Lanar the datapacket from Fha, and copies of all the PrimeCorp files from Sord’s datapad, and he delivered them to the Council. Currently there’s a huge uproar within the Nearspace Council—they’re trying to keep the story quiet, but it’s only a matter of time. Everyone in the corporation denies any knowledge of the Chron, or secret wormholes, or century-old collaboration—any of it. As they would. The files wouldn’t be admissible in court, because they were illegally obtained, but the Protectorate is launching a full investigation, and the files give them a roadmap. They’ve placed us all under temporary protection. We’ve told them everything we can, and they say heads will roll this time, but . . .”

“PrimeCorp is trying to make sure that some people might go down, but the muck won’t splash very far up the ladder,” I finished for him.

“I don’t know if they’ll be able to—not this time.”

“Is the Protectorate planning to contact the Corvids?”

Hirin nodded. “I talked to Lanar, and he says the Council feels it’s imperative—it’s nice to see them agreeing on something for once. Well, except for the ambassadors from the PrimeCorp worlds, of course. They’re still in full denial mode and trying to convince the rest of the Council that we suffered some mass hallucination or something. But I think Lanar intends to ask us to go through the Delta Pavonis wormhole again, once you’re better, with a full delegation.”

I wasn’t sure what I thought of that. “I’d love to go back and learn more about the Corvids,” I said, “but ‘full delegation’ sounds like it would entail a lot of diplomacy. Sounds like it might get old really fast.”

He half-smiled. “Agreed. But it is the Worlds Council. We might not have much of a choice.”

“And it could be war,” I said. The thought sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with any inadequacy of warmth in the coverlet. I asked the question there hadn’t really been time to consider while everything was happening. “What’s PrimeCorp doing, Hirin? What do they want, working with the Chron? The—the broken ones, anyway, as my doctor friend called them.”

Hirin steepled his fingers in his characteristic thinking pose, tapping them against his lips. “I’ve been considering that, and Lanar and your mother and I had a long chat about it. If our speculation is right, and their original association with the Chron began as a business deal, maybe that deal went sour—”

“And led to the war?”

He shrugged. “It could happen. I don’t imagine PrimeCorp was necessarily very well-versed in first contact protocols. Countless things could have gone wrong.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “And the Corvids stepped in and stopped it. But somewhere along the line, maybe tens of decades later, PrimeCorp made contact with the Chron again.”

“Maybe to try and make a new deal,” Hirin said. “If they’d discovered a common enemy, or a common goal. And could see a profit in it.”

“Or the possibility of a coup?”

He stared at me. “You think PrimeCorp wants to literally control all of Nearspace?”

It was my turn to shrug. “Could we completely discount it as a possibility?”

He drew a deep breath and blew it out in a long sigh. “Completely? No. But it’s hard to get my head around.” He fiddled with the edge of the green coverlet, flipping the scalloped edge between his fingers. “PrimeCorp has become a bit of an enigma to me,” he said finally. “I know we’ve had nothing but trouble from them, but—they’ve done a lot of good, too.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

He shrugged diffidently. “The deeper I dig into everything about them, the more of a dichotomy I find. They support considerable charitable work. They manufacture medicines and equipment that improve the lives of Nearspace citizens—and don’t sell them all at exorbitant rates. They have divisions that don’t seem to have any corruption. I know there’s a lot that’s rotten at the higher levels of the management structure—”

“You can say that again. I can smell the stink from here.” I’d crossed my arms over my chest and felt my brow furrow into a deep frown. What was Hirin saying? He’d seen and heard everything about PrimeCorp that I had. They’d been responsible for his prolonged illness and confinement in the nursing home, for heaven’s sake.

He leaned back in the chair and ran his hands over the short salt-and-pepper stubble of his hair. “I’m not saying we were wrong about PrimeCorp. But I think they’re a little like the Chron—there’s a good side and a bad side. Not everyone involved with PrimeCorp is evil. It might be important to keep that in mind as things unfold. That’s all I’m saying.”

I closed my eyes, silent as I thought about his words. I wanted to argue, but Jahelia Sord’s face rose in my mind. She’d been anything but black-and-white. I’d asked for this discussion, but maybe I wasn’t quite ready to take it all in. The enormity of PrimeCorp’s possible plans, and what Hirin was telling me, felt a bit staggering. Finally I opened my eyes. “Okej, we’re not going to think about it anymore right now.”

He smiled, the skin crinkling at the corners of his grey eyes, and took my hand. “Aye, Captain. Any more burning questions?”

“No, I guess that will do for now.” I squinted at him. “I do want you to do me a favour. Send Viss and Yuskeya in to see me, would you? Together.”

“Sure. You going to sort them out, finally?”

I grinned. “Something like that. I think I should have done it long ago. And tell Mother I want to talk to her tonight, would you?”

 

VISS AND YUSKEYA came in together about an hour later. I’d had a short nap, and I felt refreshed and ready to give those two a good talking-to. They didn’t look at each other when they entered the room, although Viss stood aside politely to let Yuskeya go first. She’d exchanged her Protectorate uniform for a turquoise-blue blouse and peasant-style skirt, and her face was more cheerful and relaxed than I’d seen it in a long time. She crossed to the bed to give me a warm hug.

“Well, you look better.”

“It’s not hard to improve on being slumped unconscious on the floor. But thank you. I feel better. And I wanted to thank you for helping me make it long enough to get to Mother.”

“My pleasure,” she said, grinning. “Although I did have a little help along the way.”

“Good to see you, Captain,” Viss said in a voice that was both deep and warm. He stood, almost at attention, at the foot of the bed.

“I wanted to talk to both of you,” I began, “because I’ve discovered that almost dying refines one’s perspective on life wonderfully. Now, as Captain, I’ve tried to mostly stay out of my crew’s personal lives, but I’m neither unobservant nor stupid.”

“Captain—”

“No, I want you to listen. Both of you. I know that you care about each other, but that’s been strained ever since we came here to find Mother. Viss, I know you were surprised—as we all were—that Yuskeya is Protectorate—”

He actually cut me off. “Captain, there’s no need—”

“Prisilenti! Will you please let me finish? That’s an order! Now, I don’t know how much longer Yuskeya will be with us, and I want to see an end to this coldness—”

And this time when they interrupted me, it worked. Viss strode forward, pulled Yuskeya up off the bed and into his arms, and they kissed very—decidedly. When they finally pulled apart and both smiled down at me, all I could say was, “Oh.”

“We worked things out not long after we landed here,” Yuskeya said. “Once the initial excitement of saving your life was over, of course.”

Viss shrugged, grinning. “I was an idiot for a while, that’s all. Men do that, you know?”

Yuskeya put a hand over her heart and bowed. “As do women, from time to time. But we’re okay, Captain. Okej?”

They left then, and I promised myself again that I wouldn’t get involved in my crew’s personal affairs.

Rei was a different matter, because she was also my best friend. When she came to visit later in the afternoon, I had no trouble asking about her plans.

“What do you mean?” she asked, sounding insulted. “Aren’t I still your pilot?”

“Well, certainly—I just thought that you and Gerazan—”

She smiled. “Gerazan and I got along very well, thank you. But with everything that’s happening—I mean with the Chron, and PrimeCorp—well, who knows what his next posting will be?” A shadow fell across her face as she contemplated the possibilities. Then she brightened again. Rei rarely let things bother her for long, absconding fiancés notwithstanding. “And I’ve got the Tane Ikai. However, we might spend some time together in a couple of months, if things work out and he can get some leave.” She winked at me.

I pretended to be shocked. “But he’s not Erian! There couldn’t be anything long-term in that, or your mother would go crazy, remember?”

Rei stood up to go, bending to hug me first. “My mother,” she said, “is a very resilient person. But we can talk about it more later. Feel better, Luta.”

She opened the door and Mother appeared in the hallway. “How’s the patient?” Mother asked.

“Feeling better,” Rei told her. “She’s up to asking impertinent questions.”

Mother chuckled and crossed to the bed, pulled out her datamed and attached it to my implant. For the first few minutes she took readings, asked questions, and played the efficient doctor. She resembles me so strongly—well, I suppose I resemble her—that Hirin often jokes that he has a hard time telling us apart. Her nanobioscavengers have halted our aging processes a mere few years apart, so that contributes to the similarities. Today she had her auburn hair piled into a messy but elegant updo, and wore a plain, soft yellow shift dress.

When she seemed satisfied with my checkup, she sat on the side of the bed and asked, “So, how do you really feel?”

“A little tired still, but better. Everything working the way it should, now?”

She nodded. “I’m still not sure what it was about the activator drive that made the bioscavs malfunction—or even if that was really it. Correlation isn’t causation, even though the two do appear to be connected. I need to do more research—particularly if we want to start getting the bioscavs out to people in Nearspace and we’re actually going to be investigating this new ghosting technology. We can’t have any incompatibilities.”

“We might have other more pressing things to worry about,” I said. “What do you think will happen with PrimeCorp?”

Mother shifted in the chair and clasped her hands. “It’s premature to speculate—but they certainly have some tough questions to answer, considering the information and evidence you delivered.”

“I keep thinking they’ll still find a way to wiggle out of this somehow. That’s what really makes me angry. They always manage to get away with things.”

“Maybe not this time. They might have finally overplayed their hand. This thing with the Chron—”

“Alin Sedmamin and his directors will deny everything. It happened long ago, or he didn’t know about it, or it’s somebody else’s fault . . .”

She smiled. “Even so, I’ll bet he’s not sitting very comfortably in that Chairman’s seat.”

“Maybe.” I smoothed the coverlet over my legs, very aware of the note Hirin had given me tucked next to my leg. “Mother, who is Berrto Sord?”

Mother raised her eyebrows. “Berrto Sord? Do you remember when you first found me, I told you how I’d taken my research and run from PrimeCorp, when we found out how they planned to use it?”

I nodded.

“And that the other researchers had agreed never to give their data over, either? But there was one colleague who wasn’t on board. I had to use some creative persuasion—call it blackmail, if we’re being honest—to convince him not to cooperate with PrimeCorp.”

“Berrto Sord?”

“Berrto Sord. But he died years ago. Why bring him up?”

I sighed. “Because of this.” I pulled the note out from underneath the coverlet and gave it to her.

She read it and returned her eyes to me, her brows drawn together. “I don’t get it.”

So I told her the story of our encounter with Jahelia Sord, who’d gone from annoyance to slick PrimeCorp operative to—something else, in a short space of time. I told her what Sord had done for us—for me—and how I’d convinced Hirin to let her go. What I knew of her family, and the files she’d left behind.

Mother’s eyes were wide by the time I’d finished, and she shook her head. “I can’t believe he stole the bioscavs—injected his family—”

“Did exactly what you did?” I said wryly.

She blinked at me and relaxed, laughing a little. “Well, yes.”

“Do you think Jahelia Sord got a different version of the story from him? She was very—hostile, when we first encountered her.”

“No doubt. Berrto Sord probably thought I ruined his life. But he wasn’t exactly lily-white or there’d have been nothing for me to hold over his head. And I still believe what I did was for the good of everyone in Nearspace.” She got up and walked to the window, gazing out at the inviting expanse of the mansion’s back gardens. “But I guess I’d say that, wouldn’t I? And he’d tell the story his way.”

“Were they Erian? She wore the pridattii.”

“Not that I recall. She might have been wearing them as a disguise.”

“That’s what I thought. But it doesn’t make much sense, to disguise herself and then give me her real name. I think she thought I’d recognize it when she told me.”

Mother sighed. “I don’t know. I’m sorry I made another enemy for you, Luta. I never thought my actions would have such far-reaching consequences.”

I got out of the bed and joined her at the window, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. And—I don’t know if I’d call her an enemy; at least not now. I mean, she had chances to do me harm—probably more than I know. That might have been her original plan, but I think maybe, somewhere along the line, it changed. She helped out when we needed her. And she probably saved my life in the end. Certainly helped, anyway.”

“Her own life was on the line some of those times, the way you tell it,” she said.

“I know, but—I can’t put my finger on it. She turned out to be more complex than I thought at first. She was an enemy—and an ally. I don’t know which she is now, I guess.”

Mother leaned over to kiss my forehead. “Well, try not to worry about it, okej? You’ll recover faster if you’re not worrying. And you might never see her again.”

A shiver prickled across my skin, and I retreated to the bed and the comforting weight of its covers. “Oh, I doubt that. I doubt that very much. But no, I won’t worry about it. If Jahelia Sord wants to find me, I have a feeling that she will. I’ll deal with that when it happens.”

She smiled. “Now, get a good sleep tonight, and maybe you can join us for breakfast in the morning.”

I nodded. “I think I will.”

 


Chapter 43 – Luta
And the Stars Slipped Past

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A WEEK LATER we were on the Tane Ikai, heading out from Kiando with a cargo load of ore bound for Eri. We’d each spent hours sitting with a Protectorate officer who took our depositions, telling them the whole story—or as much of it as we were willing to tell. I wasn’t sure what to say about Jahelia Sord, so I said as little as possible, painting her as a minor PrimeCorp flunky, which I think she was. I don’t believe she had prior knowledge of all that PrimeCorp had done, and as for the files she had—well, she didn’t have to leave copies of them, but she did. If they wanted her take on things, they’d have to find her themselves. They had the datapad she’d left, and I was sure it would take them a while to sort through that treasure trove of evidence.

The Protectorate had also paid me well for our trouble, and I’d put that to use in a few more upgrades to the ship, and bonuses for the crew. They’d been through a lot. But we were running a far trader, after all, and even with the possibility of war darkening the horizon, that still meant carrying cargo where it needed to go.

Hirin and I were alone in our quarters, settling in to sleep, but the return to normal routine had, instead of settling my mind, rekindled old worries. We still hadn’t addressed the problem of exactly how we were going to run the command structure of this ship. But I had to work up to that.

“Anything new with PrimeCorp?” I asked, resting my head on Hirin’s chest. “I keep expecting to hear that a PrimeCorp-Chron fleet is pouring through one of the wormholes into Nearspace.”

He stroked my back, his hand warm through my sleepsuit. “I don’t think that’s imminent. The Corvids are still there, remember. And now the Protectorate knows what’s going on—or at least some of it. The politics will simmer and bubble while the Protectorate investigates. And once word gets out—”

“Which it’s bound to do,” I interjected.

“Yes. Then there’ll be an uproar like Nearspace has never seen. But it’s hard to say when that will happen, or what the ultimate fallout will be.”

“I don’t like to think of those Chron—the PrimeCorp allies—out there hating us. Trying to find a way into Nearspace like angry wasps outside a screen door. I don’t like that at all.”

“At least we know not all Chron are like that now. And I don’t like it either, but we have to live with it.” He kissed the top of my head. “Kind of like our own little problem.”

I propped myself up on an elbow and forced myself to meet his eyes. “I don’t want to give up being the Captain of the Tane Ikai,” I said, and felt a huge weight lift from my shoulders. At last, I’d come right out and said it.

He nodded. “And I’m not comfortable being nothing but a tagalong on the ship.”

“You were never that!”

“Sure I was,” he said, rolling over to stare up at the viewport above us, and lacing his fingers behind his head. “I made up a job for myself so that you could deal with the crisis, but I never felt like I belonged in it. It’s not like we have a need for a full-time weapons officer on board.”

“We might before too long, if PrimeCorp has its way.”

“I hope not. I’d rather not get a job that way.”

I lowered myself down beside him, staring up at the stars. He slipped an arm under my shoulders. “Although it has come in handy,” I mused. “We don’t seem to stay out of trouble for very long, since you came back on board.”

He shook me a little at that, and I laughed. It felt good. Finally I said, “So we have to find a way to run a far trader with two Captains on board, is that what you’re telling me?”

I felt, more than heard, him chuckle. “Seems that way. Think it’s possible?”

I drew a deep breath and hugged him close, feeling the smooth steady hum of the drives, knowing we were, finally, in the right place at the right time.

“Well, we made it work when things were the worst,” I said. “Surely we can come up with something when we’re not in the middle of a crisis. I think anything’s possible,” I added, “as long as I’m with you.”

Baden had the night duty tonight, and his voice came over the ship’s comm. “Captain, message incoming for you. Admiral Lanar Mahane, of the NPV S. Cheswick.”

I sensed, more than saw, Hirin’s smile. “Well. I wonder what my little brother wants now?”

“Just checking in? Or preparing to ask another favour for the Protectorate?”

“I’m not agreeing to anything, not until we’ve had a rest. I can’t believe he’d even do that—but knowing Lanar, he might. I’m not willing to take the risk. Baden, tell my brother I’m asleep, would you? I’ll message him tomorrow.”

“No problem, Captain.”

I grinned at Hirin, and he chuckled and kissed my forehead. Whatever Lanar wanted, whatever PrimeCorp or the Chron might bring tomorrow, it felt far away from us tonight. We settled in to sleep while the stars slipped past outside our ship.

 

 


Epilogue – Jahelia

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“PITA? ANY RESPONSE yet from our contact at Genusana?” I asked. I kicked my feet up on the main console of the Hunter’s Hope—or rather, the Shadow’s Eclipse, as her newly forged papers and new drive signature proclaimed her to be—and blew on my cazitta to cool it.

“Came in while you were getting your drink,” Pita said. “He’s doubling his offer if you’ll sign a statement stating exactly where and how you obtained the tech.”

“Kristos. This guy must be new to the black market. He thinks we actually sign things?”

Pita blew out a very human-sounding sigh. “He did say double, Jahelia. He probably wants some kind of assurance that you didn’t steal it from another corporation.”

I surveyed the cockpit of my little ship, feeling more at home than I had in a long time—not since, if I’d admit it to myself, I’d felt, for a short time, like part of the crew of the Tane Ikai.

I shook myself, and put my focus back on my ship. It hadn’t even been all that difficult to get her back. A close-mouthed dealer who’d practically drooled over Maja’s shorted-out force field generator, even in its current sad shape—that had brought enough credits to get me back on my feet. A Protectorate friend who owed me a favour—a big favour—and could sneak me into the Protectorate’s impound yard on Renata. They’d hauled the Hunter’s Hope there, searched it and found nothing too interesting I guess, and consigned it to the back of the yard until someone could deal with it further. Once we made it inside, Pita had it back under my control within fifteen minutes, and I don’t even know if anyone noticed us leave. My stuff—including my vazel staff—was gone. That gave me a pang. But it could all be replaced.

Now I was looking for someone interested in the datachip the Corvids had given the Lobor historian, Cerevare. She’d left it behind in her quarters, and I’d had the presence of mind to search those quarters before anyone else on the Tane Ikai did. They were pretty taken up with getting the Captain to safety. I’d made a copy of the data for myself, and erased the chip itself. For now I was only selling the tech, but alien technology from a race that no-one even knew about yet? That alone was a treasure worth bargaining over.

“Well, if he’ll pay double for a signature, maybe there’s someone who’ll pay double without one.”

“PrimeCorp probably would,” Pita suggested. “They’ve got access to almost anything Chron, but not stuff from the crows.”

“Not PrimeCorp,” I said, a little more vehemently than I’d meant to. I’d keep my promise to Luta Paixon, and I wouldn’t sell it—or anything else—to PrimeCorp. That wasn’t even a difficult promise to keep. In retrospect, I could see how Alin Sedmamin had used me, even while I thought I’d been using him. He’d seen my pain and my need for revenge, and he’d used that to send me off to do his bidding. I’d only thought I was in control. I could see that now.

I stood and paced to the rear of the small cabin, still restless. I could see it, but I didn’t like it. I’d thought I knew what I wanted, too—what would make me happy. Revenge on Emmage Mahane and her family. A way to let go of the past, finally, to shake off the ghosts of my mother and father and get on with my own life. And I’d ended up suckered in to Luta Paixon’s happy little family, trading away my sweet revenge for a brief taste of belonging. Actually caring about other people for a while.

“Well, I can set a course if you tell me where you want to go,” Pita said. “If it’s not going to be PrimeCorp and it’s not going to be Genusana, where to?”

Where to, indeed. I stood still in the middle of the cabin, cupping the warm mug in my hands. Really, I could go anywhere. I didn’t feel driven any more. I didn’t feel tied to the past. I felt . . . I felt free.

It simply hadn’t happened the way I’d expected.

Maybe the most important things in life rarely did.

I flopped into the pilot’s chair, set my drink in the holder, and fired up the main drive. “Let’s do Genusana after all, Pita. They’re a good, clean company. If he wants me to sign something, that shows they’re on the bright side of the law, right?”

“If you say so. The course is laid in. But two minutes ago you were against signing anything.”

I kicked the drive over and swung out of the shadow of an asteroid where I’d been parked, waiting for my messages to come in and pretty much staying out of the Protectorate’s way. I’d heard a rumour they might want to talk to me, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to do that yet. Or ever.

“I had a chance to think about it, Pita,” I told her with a grin. “After all, there’s nothing that says I have to sign my own name.”
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For Julie and Nancy: friends, partners, story doctors, and red-pen-wielders extraordinaire.

 

 



 

 

 

 

“OUR bugles sang truce, for the night-cloud had lower’d, and the sentinel stars set their watch in the sky . . .”

-The Soldier’s Dream by Thomas Campbell (1774–1844)

 

 

 

 

 

“The Chron incursion heralded the bloodiest, scariest, most bewildering chapter in the history of humankind. They attacked without preamble, without parley, without provocation. They were not interested in taking prisoners, negotiating terms, seizing assets or ransoming us to their will. They were simply here to kill us.

 

And a century and a half later, we’re still left to wonder why.”

- Dr. Simon Parsengill,

Legacy of the Chron War: Humankind’s Greatest Unsolved Mystery

March, 2278

 

 


Chapter 1 – Lanar 
Dangerous Times

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE CAFF WAS bitter, the company grim, and the cinnamon pano not even half as good as Commander Yuskeya Blue’s. In the Nearspace Protectorate’s administrative boardroom on FarView Station, the stale scents of long-past meetings, recycled air, and lingering recriminations commingled unpleasantly. The chairs in the boardroom grew increasingly uncomfortable, in direct proportion to the number of times the same discussion points had circled the table. And considering the topic under discussion, the Protectorate motto, In Astra Pax, seemed out of place on its engraved plaque at the far end of the room. Peace Among the Stars, indeed. We couldn’t even get peace in this room. I rubbed my knuckles over the worn fabric on my chair’s arm rest, gauging whether the time was right to speak yet.

“I still say we take the fight to them.” Admiral Antar Mauronet drummed his blunt fingers on the polished surface of the table. The short-bitten nails betrayed an anxiety he took pains not to display to his fellow officers. “The Chron are bogeymen left over from a century and a half ago. We can’t allow those old fears—”

“Completely irresponsible,” Fleet Admiral Chanda Botek interrupted with a thoroughly insulting snort. I hid a half smile behind my hand. One of the highest-ranking Vilisians in the Protectorate, Botek had a reputation—well-earned, in my experience—for speaking her mind. Her long black braid swung behind her chair as she shook her head in disapproval, prismatic rank insignia glinting at the throat of her dark blue uniform. “We know little to nothing about the Chron’s activities during that time. The reports we have indicate that they’re every bit as dangerous now as they were the last time we had the misfortune to encounter them.”

“Reports that are completely unverified,” Mauronet snapped.

Silence descended, prefaced by a sudden intake of breath by all present. Not quite a gasp, but something closely related. Everyone managed not to look directly at me.

Mauronet visibly checked himself. I caught the hint of a flush creeping up his neck as he turned to me. “With all due respect to your sister, Admiral Mahane,” he said gruffly. “I’m not suggesting she’s unreliable.”

“No, no, only her reports,” I said with a nod. He bristled, but I ignored him and continued, “And those have been fully corroborated by our own Commander Blue. Who is, as I’m sure you’ll agree, quite reliable. To say nothing of Lieutenant Gerazan Soto, another Protectorate officer with a stellar record and a recent encounter with the Chron. Who, you might recall, demonstrated their threat level rather obviously by destroying the ship to which he was assigned. The Protectorate ship.”

I didn’t particularly like Admiral Mauronet. I’d watched with some surprise as he rose from a brash cadet through the Protectorate ranks to Admiral. His often-unguarded temper and a certain deficiency of tact would have hampered his promotions had I been the one signing the papers. But I’d declined that level of responsibility several times over, and I had to live with the decisions I’d opted to let someone else make.

I did take a certain amount of pleasure in knowing that although Mauronet considered me a brash youngster myself, I had a good twenty years on him. Since I’d joined the Protectorate at the ripe old age of forty-five, though, I’d been a member of its ranks for only a few years longer than he had.

At any rate, it made me quietly happy to see the flush continue its slow crawl up his neck and face, finally reddening even the patch of pale skin poking through a fringe of salt-and-pepper hair on top of his head.

“Of course,” he agreed, since he wasn’t foolish enough to cast aspersions on the credibility of other Protectorate officers. Not in this company. “I’m just saying that their situation—caught off guard in an uncharted system, stranded, encountering a new species of aliens—well, the threat might have appeared worse than it was.”

“I hardly think you can blame rattled nerves in this situation, Mauronet. As Admiral Mahane points out, they blew up the Domtaw.” That was Mare Ker, the Vice-Admiral in charge of the Lambda Saggitae system and the Protectorate Admin-governed world there, Anar. Ker and I had once taken down a data-running ring operating between Anar and its sister planet Damir, and I knew she respected those who served under her command. Mauronet’s arrogance obviously rankled the diminutive Vilisian, and she glared at him as she spoke.

Around the table, others shifted uncomfortably in their seats. I suspected more than the well-worn chairs were bothering them. Only Mauronet had declared himself willing to rush headlong into full conflict with the Chron, although I felt confident we all knew it was coming.

“We simply need more data,” Harle Southwind said from the seat next to mine. “We need to understand the extent of the threat. And we’ll have to accept whatever help the Corvids—if that’s what we’re still calling them—are willing to offer.”

Southwind’s Lobor features held the quiet imperturbability so characteristic of the wolf-like aliens, and he spoke with calm and practicality. That nature made him perfectly suited to his position in the Protectorate Authority’s top investigative division. Only his left ear, flicking back and forth, betrayed his agitation. With our chairs clustered close in the cramped boardroom, I could almost feel the fervid heat radiating from his body.

“The Council wants to send a full diplomatic mission to the Corvids,” Chanda Botek said. She sighed and pulled her braid forward, running long amber fingers down the intricate weave. Even Fleet Admirals could have a tell for emotions, and coupled with the faint metallic scent in the air, I knew she was battling frustration. “But they’re currently in a full-blown tizzy over how best to get there and what gifts to bring, if you can believe it.” She let the braid fall away again.

“How to get there? Won’t they take one of the diplomatic launches with a Protectorate escort?” asked Harle Southwind.

Botek shook her head with a sharp jerk. “They want to keep it low-profile and quiet since most of this is still not general knowledge. They think it will be too obvious if they go with a Protectorate escort, and indicate to the Corvids that we don’t think they’re capable of protecting our people. But it’s too dangerous to send them without one—we know the Chron have made incursions into that system very recently. So, we’re at a standstill.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “It’s still a polite argument, but we’re not getting anywhere.”

“And meanwhile, we lack the information the Corvids could give us about the Chron, and leave ourselves open to attack. It’s ridiculous,” Mauronet snapped. He sat back in his chair sharply and the servos whirred in protest. “We don’t have time for this.”

“I thought the Corvids sent us all their data?” Mare Ker asked. She turned to me. “Your sister delivered it, didn’t she?”

I spread my hands. “Unfortunately, not all the data was intact, so there are considerable gaps. We don’t know how much is missing in the corrupted files.”

Mauronet looked ready for another outburst, but I cut him off. “We didn’t get the original datachip—only a copy. So, it’s in everyone’s best interest to get the diplomats to the Corvids as soon as possible.” This seemed like the right time to float my unorthodox idea. I leaned back in my own chair and pursed my lips.

“I could ask the Tane Ikai to go back.”

Mauronet shot me a look of pure dislike. “Your sister’s a merchant trader, who apparently couldn’t even take care of a simple data chip when the Corvids entrusted it to her. What good will it do to send her? As if the Council would ever approve it anyway.”

I clenched my hands in my lap to quell a sudden urge to punch Mauronet. “I think if you read the full report filed by my sister and the Protectorate officers who were with her, you’ll understand how the data ended up corrupted. But you’ve all read the documents the Corvids sent. They specifically invited Luta and the crew of her ship back into Corvid space anytime they wish to travel there. There’s already a connection, the aliens trust her and her crew, and the ship is armed as well or better than one of our Pixiu-class escorts.”

“The Council would never agree,” Mauronet reiterated.

“Why not? There’s no contact protocol or diplomatic dance that overrides that direct invitation. The envoys will have protection, but nothing ostentatious or outwardly aggressive,” I said. “It’s the perfect solution. Commander Blue’s still on special assignment on the Tane Ikai anyway, and we could place a couple of other officers on board as well, so we’ll have a presence.”

I stopped talking then, so they could think it through.

As they pondered, I glanced around the faces at the table. Most of them looked frustrated, annoyed, or thoughtful—or some combination thereof. Except for one person who hadn’t said anything for a while. She regarded me with brown eyes sparking with contained amusement, a hint of a smile quirking one side of her generous mouth. No one else in the room knew that I’d taken the idea to her first through an encoded message, and received her blessing to suggest it.

Although she was now in her seventies, Fleet Commander Regina Holles had aged gracefully and carried her years with dignity—and had likely benefited from a Vigor-Us® treatment or two. She looked and carried herself as if she were no more than fifty. She wore her dark chocolate hair in an intricate coiled design close to her head, a shock of white running back from one temple. She was still, in my estimation, quite beautiful. When I looked at her, I still saw the woman I’d known and loved at the academy, and remained friends with since then.

Regina had a habit of saying little until others at the table had finished talking. When she did speak, people listened. Now she cleared her throat, a delicate noise that nonetheless made every head turn in her direction. Regina wasn’t the only Fleet Commander in the Protectorate, but she was the only one in the room.

“Admiralo Mahane has a propensity for skirting around difficult issues,” she drawled, “and there have been times when I’ve taken him to task for that. But this time, I think his idea has merit. We’re entrusted with protecting the safety of Nearspace and all its inhabitants, and if there’s a clear risk to that safety—which I think has been sufficiently demonstrated—we must take whatever measures we deem necessary, even unorthodox ones, to counter that risk.”

“With all due respect, Fleet Commander, isn’t that what I’ve been saying?” Mauronet protested. “Go after the Chron, take them out before they even enter Nearspace, and the threat is neutralized.”

“If a positive outcome were assured, or even probable,” Chanda Botek said. “Which it is not. We need whatever intelligence the envoys can get before we can make any plans.”

Regina held up a finely-manicured hand before the bickering could start again. “I agree with Fleet Admiral Botek. We don’t have enough data on which to construct a solid attack plan.” She looked pointedly at Mauronet, then let her gaze drift around the others at the table. “What no-one has seen fit to mention so far today—the proverbial elephant in the room—is that the Protectorate is stretched too thinly around Nearspace to even consider massing enough ships to go hunting Chron.”

Mauronet and several other humans in the room flushed, and the pink undertones of Chanda Botek’s amber skin deepened. I caught the distinct scent of wet wool that signalled embarrassment in the Vilisian scent language. Harle Southwind didn’t look any different, but who could tell under all that fur? His left ear flicked a little faster.

“Even considering the planets that are self-policing?” the Lobor asked. “We must have some patrols that could be downloaded to other forces, even temporarily.”

Regina Holles tapped her fingernails on the desk. “Not without leaving them open to elevated risk. Anyone can do the math. The Protectorate fleet patrols eleven inhabited systems and GI 892. We protect eighteen inhabited planets, for two of which we provide the entirety of policing and security. We can’t be everywhere at once. And we aren’t. We’ve grown complacent in a century without any real threat from outside Nearspace, I’m afraid. If we pulled even a quarter of those ships and personnel to go off chasing war—”

She let the sentence hang without ending it for a moment. “Add to that the possibility the Chron could drop in via some wormhole we don’t even know about—”

Mauronet snorted. “Unlikely.”

Regina glared at him. “Did you know about the wormhole into Tau Ceti before Luta Paixon brought us that information?”

“But it’s in a perfect hiding place, in the debris ring!” he protested. “It was simply lucky for them we didn’t find it.”

The Fleet Commander stared so long at him, face expressionless except for a single raised eyebrow, that I almost began to feel sorry for Mauronet. When she spoke, she merely said evenly, “So you’re suggesting we stake the safety of Nearspace on the chances of the Chron not getting lucky a second time?”

Mauronet swallowed and was the first to look away, the skin around his eyes tightening.

Regina Holles sat forward, resting her elbows on the scuffed surface of the table and lacing her fingers together. “Admiral Mahane, please contact your sister for me, and see if you can enlist her help. If she has any trepidation, however, I won’t ask her to do this. If she’s willing to go back to Corvid space, put three more of our people on board—your choice—and I’ll contact the Administrative Council with our idea. I’ll suggest the diplomatic mission last no more than a week. I won’t impose on your sister any further than that. Then the envoys can return with a full report, and we’ll know where we stand.”

I nodded once. “I’ll get her to estimate her lead time.”

Fleet Commander Regina Holles raised her eyebrows at me. “But you’re going to ask her first, correct, Admiral?”

I grinned. “I’ll ask. But I’m confident I can predict her answer.”

The meeting wrapped up shortly after that. I lingered, chatting with Harle Southwind, since our paths hadn’t crossed for several months. After we’d exchanged small talk, he glanced around casually and said in a low voice, “Lanar, could we meet tomorrow? There’s something I want to discuss with you.”

“Sure. When and where?”

He considered. “Your ship, or mine. Either one will do.”

Not a social meeting, then. The last time we’d talked, Harle had hinted about an investigation involving PrimeCorp, so maybe there was more to report on that. “Come on over to the Cheswick, then. Have lunch with me in my quarters?”

A half-smile stretched over his muzzle. “Do you have any jarlees wine to go with it?”

I returned the smile. “Absolutely. See you then.”

When I left the Lobor, I found Antar Mauronet waiting alone in the corridor outside the boardroom. I would have walked past without pausing, but he stepped in front of me with a sneer. “Must be nice to always get your way,” he said.

“You heard the Fleet Commander,” I said, keeping my voice mild. “We can’t hare off and leave Nearspace unprotected. This is just a little insurance.”

“Might be a good idea if that was true,” he snarled. “The Fleet Commander’s just scared to stick her neck out.”

I chuckled. “I can’t say I’ve ever known Regina Holles to be scared of anything much. Aside from recklessly endangering Nearspace, that is.”

He leaned in to hiss in my face, face congested an ugly red and angry eyes bulging unpleasantly. “Guess you’d know. You’re the one who used to sleep with her, I hear. Which is pretty disgusting, considering how much older she—”

Mauronet didn’t get any further with that sentence. Without thinking, I hauled back, let fly, and clocked him squarely on the jaw. Since it surprised even me, he didn’t see it coming. He hit the carpeted corridor like a bag of wet laundry.

I squatted beside him as he swore and reached to cradle his jaw in one hand. “Word of advice, Mauronet,” I said in as friendly a voice as I could manage. My hand had started to throb, but I wouldn’t let him see that. “Consider yourself lucky you said that to me, and not to the Fleet Commander herself. Because she would have hit you where no-one would see the bruises.”

Not waiting for him to answer, I stood, turned, and headed to the docking bays and my ship.

 

THE NEARSPACE PROTECTORATE Vessel S. Cheswick was quiet when I returned. The night crew, skeletal since we were docked at FarView Station, had started their shift, and I poked my head in at the bridge to let them know I was back on board. The overhead lights burned low, most of the illumination coming from the glow of unattended consoles.

“All quiet, Admiral. You should get some sleep.” Commander Linna Drake glanced up as I entered the bridge, then back down to her datapad. I couldn’t tell if she was reading a report or a novel of questionable quality. With Drake, it could be either. Now in her sixties, the wiry commander was a lifelong officer and showed no sign of slowing down, either mentally or physically. Her dark blue eyes could look through a person’s defences as if they were glass. I slept well with Linna Drake on night duty.

“Okej, just thought I’d check in. Who’s on communications tonight? I want to contact my sister, but I’m not sure where she is currently.”

“Medenez,” she said without looking up. “I can ask him to start a tracer. He should have a best guess by the time you get to your quarters and you can ping him from there.”

“Thanks, do that.” I turned to go but something tipped her off.

“What happened to your hand, sir?” Drake’s voice sharpened on the question, all trace of her relaxed nonchalance vanishing. Originally, I’d tried to avoid her attempts to “mother” me, but she never got the message. Eventually I stopped trying and resigned myself to giving in with good grace.

I held up my hand ruefully. The knuckles had begun to darken and looked puffy and swollen. “I had a bit of a disagreement with Mauronet over a diplomatic matter.”

“You thought he was being undiplomatic?”

“I thought he was being damned rude. But to be honest, I didn’t really think about it at all. I punched him before I knew I was going to do it.”

She’d left the command chair and crossed to me, examining the hand with professional interest. “Caught him on the jaw, I’d guess. Did he go down?”

“Very satisfactorily.”

Drake nodded and released my hand. She put her fists on her hips and cocked her head at me, looking up from her diminutive height. “Ice it while you’re talking to your sister. Are you in trouble for this?”

I shrugged. “No one was around. I doubt he’ll make waves.” I’d begun to feel badly about the whole thing before I’d even made it back to the Cheswick, and I thought Drake knew me well enough to figure that part out. I shouldn’t have let Mauronet’s bullying get to me. He’d been perfectly correct about my one-time relationship with Regina Holles, after all. He just didn’t realize how long in the past it was, or that we were, contrary to outward appearances, the same age. In fact, if I remembered correctly, I was five years older than Regina.

Drake did her best to smother a smile. “See you in the morning, sir.”

“Goodnight, Commander.”

She had her head bent over the glow of her datapad again by the time I’d reached the doorway. Without looking up, she said, “I’ll try to give you five minute’s warning if FarView security comes with an arrest warrant. Maybe you can escape justice and stow away on a scruffy trader bound out-system.”

I threw her a grin and a salute. “You read too many adventure novels, but I appreciate the thought,” I said. “See you in the morning.”

 

WHEN I PINGED Medenez, he had good news and bad.

“I have a location on the Tane Ikai, Admiralo,” he said, his voice clipped and efficient. “They’re in FTL WaVe range, and I messaged the comm. Unfortunately, Captain Paixon has retired for the night, and she’ll speak with you tomorrow. Is it an emergency, sir?”

I shook my head. I knew Medenez was tenacious, and if I’d said it was urgent he’d have called down every regulation in the book until Luta’s comm officer agreed to get her in front of the screen. But it wasn’t necessary. She might react better to my suggestion on a good night’s sleep, anyway. I told Medenez to leave it until morning, took Linna Drake’s advice, and stuck a coldpack from the med cabinet on my hand.

My personal comm rang and I answered it, audio only. “Mahane.”

“Fisticuffs outside my boardroom? Whatever got into you, Lanar?” Fleet Commander Regina Holles’ voice was low, smooth, and highly amused. “Let me see that you’re not in need of medical attention. Put your video on.”

I sighed and sat in front of the screen, deliberately keeping my coldpack-encased hand below her field of vision. “I’m perfectly fine, Regina, and it was only one little punch, not a barroom brawl. How did you even find out? I wouldn’t expect Mauronet to go crying to you—or anyone, for that matter.”

Regina had taken her chocolate-brown hair down from the severe coils she’d worn it in for the meeting, and it fell around her face in soft waves. She tilted her head at me pityingly. “Security cameras, Lanar dear. They have those on civilian stations, you know? Fortunately, the techs know that anything involving Protectorate personnel comes to me and me alone before any other eyes get on it.” She smiled. “And take credit where it’s due. It was a beautiful punch that put that unpleasant man flat on his azeno. I watched it three times and I was sorry to tell them to erase it. How’s your hand?”

I sighed and lifted the coldpack so she could see it. “It’s fine. And Mauronet probably didn’t deserve it. If you’re going to call me on the carpet, go ahead. I over-reacted.”

Regina snorted. “He absolutely deserved it, if for nothing more than what he said about your sister in the meeting. The audio didn’t pick up all of what he said to you in the corridor, but I suspect there was more to it than that—” she held up a hand when I tried to interrupt. “I’m not going to ask about it. I did hear what you said to him, and I think it’s better for my professional relationship with him that I don’t know.”

I nodded gravely. “You could be right about that, Fleet Commander.”

Her smile faded, and I saw worry gather like a cloud overshadowing her face. Suddenly she looked all of her years. “You’ll get in touch with Luta soon, Lanar? I wouldn’t say it in that room, but I’m worried. I read the depositions of every one of Luta’s crew, and all the data we could extract from the Corvid chip. Even with much of it corrupted, there was enough to scare anyone with a particle of sense.”

I nodded again. “I’ll be talking to her in the morning. Already set up.”

“And you think she’ll go? We can’t keep bickering with the Council on this.”

“I think she will. She’ll complain about it—and with good reason, because she hasn’t had much time to recover from the last ‘favour’ I asked her to do—but I think she’ll go.”

She seemed satisfied. “Keep Commander Blue on board with her and add those other names. I trust you to pick them.”

“I’m going to make a list before I go to sleep. It will depend on where Luta is and who’s close enough, but I’ll do what I can. We want to move as quickly as possible.”

“And what about PrimeCorp?” she demanded. “Did you read the files your sister brought back? Damning as hell, and completely inadmissible in court. What have they been playing at all these years?”

I shook my head, the old burn of anger at PrimeCorp simmering in my gut. They’d taken so much from my family, and had apparently taken even more from Nearspace. “Their ambassadors on the Council are denying everything, dismissing the files as illegally obtained, or probably manufactured, and setting up scapegoats, as far as I can see. By the time we get them to hand over files, there’ll be none left to find.” I leaned back in my chair, drumming the fingers of my uninjured hand on the armrest. “I shouldn’t have been so quick to give those files to the Council. Should have moved quietly and come up behind them. I just thought we had them this time.”

“Don’t blame yourself. You did what you thought was right, just like you always do. And even over the screen, I could see your face tighten when I mentioned PrimeCorp. Let it go for now. We’re not going to solve the PrimeCorp problem tonight.” Regina smiled and leaned back from her screen, curling a long strand of dark hair around her finger. Bands of white threaded through it, striping it like a candy cane. “You look good, Lanar. As always.”

“So do you, Regina.”

“Not the same, and you know it,” she said with a laugh. “Don’t worry, I’m sworn to secrecy about your nano-whatever-they-are. I just sometimes wonder what might have happened if we’d stayed together. Where would we be now?”

I grinned. “You’d have worn me out long ago. I’d be divorced or dead from fatigue.”

She quirked a half-smile. “Or I’d be the envy of every woman in Nearspace, and they’d be whispering about what I’d done to land such a handsome younger husband. Ah well.” She straightened in her chair. “It’s good to see you, Lanar, even under the circumstances. You’ll keep me informed about your sister?”

I inclined my head. “Right away.”

Regina leaned close to the screen and blew me a kiss. “Try to stay out of trouble, dear.” She cut the connection before I had a chance to agree or protest.

The coldpack beeped, signalling it had been in place long enough, and I pulled the adhesive free and tossed the whole thing in the recycler. I’d been tired before, but now agitation spurred me around my quarters, pacing evenly from the kitchenette to the view wall and back again. I traversed the small space three more times, trying to relax into the movement of my body, before stopping in front of the view wall. Beyond it, ships moved with slow grace, approaching or leaving the station, and further out a sprinkling of stars flickered in the deep black of space. I let my forehead lean into the cool, smooth solidity of the wall. The transparent barrier seemed little enough to separate me from the vacuum beyond.

I just sometimes wonder what might have happened if we’d stayed together.

Regina’s words, but they conjured another name—Soranna. Her face flashed in my memory, wide dark eyes and sunflower hair, mouth parted in the beginning of a laugh. We’d been married only ten years, not long enough for the issues of her aging and my non-aging to affect us. When she’d died, the problem, if it would ever have existed, had died with her. That was the image I still kept on a shelf in my living quarters, and had done so for forty-five years now. It horrified me to think that if I lived long enough, I might forget what she looked like.

Maybe that was the reason I’d never remarried. Although Luta and Hirin had managed all right. Not perfectly, and it had caused problems, but—they were still together.

I pushed back from the view wall with a sigh, turned down the lights, and picked up my datapad. I needed names for Luta in the morning, if she agreed to my plan. I had no time to spend on the past tonight. The future was enough to worry about.

 

“YOU’RE SERIOUS?”

Luta’s glare was almost strong enough for me to feel it through the comm screen. My sister was a sweetheart, but when she wasn’t happy with you, you knew it. Those eyes could cut through you when she was angry as easily as they poured compassion on you when you hurt. Her auburn hair was caught back in a clip, and since it was still early, I suspected she hadn’t been awake long.

“Let me explain,” I said meekly. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t really important.”

Her eyes softened for a moment, but then she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, head cocked at a belligerent angle. “All right, so talk. But remember, the last time I did you and the Protectorate a favour, it didn’t turn out so well for me.”

I couldn’t argue with her there. A few short weeks ago I’d asked her, on behalf of the Protectorate, to deliver a Lobor historian to a newly-discovered system. As a result, she and her crew had been stranded, kidnapped, shot at, chased, made first contact with an alien race, and Luta herself had almost died when her nanobioscavengers had malfunctioned. I wouldn’t have been too pleased with me, either.

“This will be different,” I assured her, holding up a placatory hand. Too late, I realized it was the one with the bruised knuckles and dropped it back down, but her eyes narrowed and I knew she’d seen. Before she could comment, I hurried on. “The Corvids invited you back to their system. All I’m asking you to do is take them up on their invitation. Stay for a few days, and come home.”

“Why?”

The holo of a forest on the wall behind her told me that Luta was in her quarters, not on the bridge. For a moment, my brother-in-law Hirin’s head appeared in my line of vision, leaning over Luta’s shoulder. My mother’s infusion of nanobioscavengers had taken his apparent age from ninety to something more like sixty, and he was enjoying his rejuvenation. His close-cropped hair had darkened from pure white to peppery grey, and his blue eyes were bright. He was also now free of the virus PrimeCorp had inflicted on him years ago. He smiled and waved a silent hello, then pointed at Luta and pulled a face. She must have noticed me trying not to laugh because she shooed him away.

“That datapacket you brought us from the Corvids—well, some of it was corrupted. We couldn’t retrieve everything.”

Luta’s lips thinned out to a pale white line. “Jahelia Sord took the original and left us a copy. Could it have been deliberate tampering?”

I shrugged. “We’d have to find her and ask. I don’t know why she’d leave a partially corrupted copy, though. Why leave it at all if she didn’t want us to have the information?”

“Jahelia Sord has interesting ideas about what’s amusing,” Luta said wryly. “But I guess the original could have had problems. Although Cerevare didn’t mention that, and we can’t ask her about it, since she’s still with the Chron—the good Chron.” She grimaced. I knew she hadn’t liked leaving the Lobor historian behind with the aliens, but it had been Cerevare Brindlepaw’s decision. “We need a way to differentiate between the ones that want to kill us and the ones that want to help us.”

“I’ll get right to work on that,” I told her, “but in the meantime, here’s all we want you to do. Take a few Protectorate people on the Tane Ikai and escort a diplomatic envoy to the Corvid station. You don’t have to do anything official; the Council envoys will handle everything. Just keep them safe, and keep an eye on things while you’re there. Let the diplomats do their thing and gather whatever information the Corvids will share, and then escort them back. That’s it. A week, at most. No forays into Chron space. No uncharted systems. A quick visit and back home.”

She leaned forward, green eyes narrowing. “Wait a second. The damaged wormhole into the connecting system isn’t expected to right itself for five years or so. How are we getting to the Corvids at all?”

I smiled. If Luta didn’t know the answer to this, it meant the secret was still safe. “Remember what the Corvids told you about a ‘replacement’ wormhole spontaneously generating when one was damaged?”

She nodded, pursing her lips. “So it happened just the way Fha said it would, and the Protectorate knows where it is?”

“You got it, and we got lucky. It’s only about fifty thousand klicks from the damaged one, and under constant Protectorate surveillance.”

“And the Protectorate can’t do this—why?”

I rubbed a hand along the back of my neck, feeling the knot of tension there. “The Council wants this to look like an extremely peaceable visit. No Protectorate military ships involved. But we think it’s unwise to send them off on their own. And you—”

Luta closed her eyes and finished for me. “—have a standing invitation to return any time I want, which the Council wouldn’t stop me from exercising for fear of insulting the Corvids.”

“Lucky for you, that part of the datapacket wasn’t corrupted at all.”

Her eyes flew open, and she cocked her head to one side, regarding me. “And you have no problem sending your little sister back into harm’s way?”

“Hey, it’s big sister, as you’re so fond of reminding me,” I said. I rolled my shoulders. “I do have a problem with it, Luta. It worries the hell out of me. But honestly, I think the risk is minimal, and the Tane Ikai is well-outfitted. And you’ll have Yuskeya and other officers in case anything happens. The thing is, we need this visit to happen. We don’t know enough about an enemy that could show up any day and start hammering away at us the way they did a century and a half ago. We’re stretched too thin across too much space.”

“And there’s the little matter of PrimeCorp’s involvement with the Chron,” Luta added. “Is the Council going to address that? Or the Protectorate? Anyone? Or does PrimeCorp just continue on its merry way, doing whatever the hell it wants as usual?”

I blew out a long sigh. “Would you believe, we didn’t even get to that part in the meeting? The investigation is supposedly started. Higher-ups in the Protectorate know about the evidence you brought back, but they’re trying to keep a lid on it for now.” I hadn’t told her, yet, that there were some of those high-level officers who simply didn’t believe the claims that she and her crew had encountered PrimeCorp ships in the uncharted Chron systems. They knew something about our family’s long-time conflict with PrimeCorp, and had decided that she’d been mistaken—or was willingly misinterpreting something. I’m not sure how they could explain away the evidence of the PrimeCorp files Jahelia Sord had obtained, but I was going to make it my job to find out. Luta would have to know about the skepticism eventually, but she was quite annoyed enough at me for one conversation. My implicit belief in her wouldn’t be enough to soothe her indignation.

“You’re keeping it very quiet. I haven’t heard even a whisper about it in the open yet.” She leaned forward and picked up a steaming mug that Hirin must have just set down on the desk for her. He moved behind her again and winked at me. A double caff would surely improve her mood. “We need the information on the Chron from the Corvids, but we also need the information on PrimeCorp’s involvement from Cerevare. Will we be able to talk to the Corvids about establishing a communications link with the peaceful Chron?”

“Well, one thing at a time. But if you happen to discuss that with your Corvid friend—Fha?—while you’re there, I’m sure no-one would mind.”

She was obviously determined to make me sweat for this. “I’m on the way to Eri with a cargo hold full of ore. You’re lucky you caught me before I made the skip to Eridani.”

“I’ll arrange a subcontract for the ore if you leave it on Jertenda instead, and head back to FarView. I’ll get my people here, ready for pickup, and we’ll escort you out to the new wormhole.” I met her eyes. “It’s not just a favour for me, or for the Protectorate. It’s for all of Nearspace.”

She must have caught something in my voice, because she looked past the screen and said, “Hirin, you’ve heard the discussion. What do you think?”

My brother-in-law’s smiling face appeared again over Luta’s shoulder. They still made a May-December couple, but the nanobioscavengers had closed the gap considerably. They couldn’t do for him what they’d done for Luta and me for seventy years, but he was evidently delighted with the changes.

“I’ve made a few more upgrades to various ship systems since the last time we went through that wormhole,” Hirin said. “I think we’ll be better prepared for anything we find out there. And this mission sounds simple enough.” He winked at me before Luta could turn and look at him.

“Oh, they always sound simple. You don’t think the crew will have something to say about this?” Luta asked. “I promised them some vacation time on Eri when we arrive with this load of ore.”

Hirin shrugged. “This crew will go where you ask them to,” he said with assurance. “They might grumble, but they won’t mean it.”

Luta turned back to face me through the screen. “Well, there you have it,” she said. “The old man thinks we’re going, so I guess we’re going.” Now, though, a smile hid behind her words, and I knew she wasn’t really annoyed anymore.

“One more thing,” I said, before she could say goodbye.

She raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t tell Mother, all right?”

Luta laughed, her green eyes crinkling at the corners. She still looked no more than thirty, despite her eighty-five years, thanks again to our mother’s nanotechnology. “Afraid you’ll get in trouble for sending me outside of Nearspace?”

I shook my head. “Just security. Mother has connections on the Council, and we want to keep things under the radar for now. The crew should keep it quiet, too. Okej?”

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into these things,” she said in mock annoyance, “but okej. I’ll go to Jertenda and then come to FarView. We should be there in three days.”

I nodded. “Gis la revido, Luta. Take care.”

“Talk to you soon, little brother,” she echoed with a smile, and broke the connection.

I sat back from the screen and hoped we were doing the right thing.

 

 


Chapter 2 – Luta 
Blast From The Past

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I GUESS I’D better let them know,” I said to Hirin, after ending the conversation with my brother the Admiralo. I knew that having Lanar in the Nearspace Protectorate was a net benefit to all of us, but some days it didn’t feel that way. I stood from behind my desk and stretched, feeling the muscles pull and release. I hadn’t really gotten back into my routine of tae-ga-chi since I’d been sick, and my body was beginning to feel it.

Hirin slid an arm around my waist and pulled me into a warm hug. “You didn’t have to say yes, you know. You could have turned him down. Lanar wouldn’t have minded.”

I gave him a mock glare. “I thought you wanted to go.” Then I quickly kissed him on the cheek and added, “I’m just teasing. But I think this time, he would have minded. Lanar’s worried.”

“The notion of another Chron war has everybody on edge,” Hirin agreed.

“Oh damne!”

“What?”

I pulled out of Hirin’s arms and put my fists on my hips. “Did you see his knuckles? They were all bruised and swollen. Like he punched someone—or something. I meant to ask him about it, but then he distracted me with this whole mission thing.”

Hirin looked skeptical. “Lanar’s never been much of a brawler, has he?”

“No, he’s more used to charming his way out of sticky situations. But I saw his hand—and the way he tried to hide it from me. That tells me he was fighting.”

Hirin laughed. “Thanks for reminding me why I never try to lie to you. It’s a pointless exercise.”

I pretended to swat him, took my datapad from the desk, and headed for the bridge of my ship. At least there, I might get some respect.

Only Baden and Maja were on the bridge when I arrived. Seated next to each other at the communications console, his dark head and her blonde one leaned close together as they studied something on a datapad. Without looking up, Baden said, “Good morning, Captain.”

“Good morning,” I said brightly. “How are you both? Sleep well?”

Maja turned and looked at me, a suspicious tilt to her head. “Mother? What’s up?”

I sat in the command chair and tried to look innocent. “Why does something have to be up for me to wish you a good morning?”

“Haha, right,” Maja said, turning her skimchair completely around to face me. My daughter had undergone her own transformation recently, and she looked relaxed and comfortable, the hard lines that used to bracket her eyes and mouth softened away. This morning she’d pulled her blonde hair into a knot at the nape of her neck and wore a blue sweater that matched her eyes. Her change had nothing to do with nanotechnology, though. It was mostly her relationship with my comm officer. And partly, I hoped, her healed relationship with me. “If I’ve learned one new thing about you in the past few weeks, it’s that you are never this cheery first thing in the morning. Something’s definitely up.”

So much for respect.

“Okej, you got me. But how about we get everyone up here so I don’t have to explain this multiple times?” I asked. “Baden, you can leave Viss out because he was on watch duty last night and he might be asleep, but get Rei and Yuskeya, would you?”

“This sounds serious,” Maja observed with a smile. “I think I’d better make a galley run and grab us both a double caff.”

Baden nodded agreement as he commed my pilot and navigator, and Maja hurried down the corridor away from the bridge. When they’d both answered, he swivelled his skimchair to face me.

“Is it?” he asked. “Serious, I mean?”

I sighed. “Not really. At least, not immediately. But it’s the Protectorate, and the situation is—worrisome.”

“So there’s no rest for the weary?” His teasing tone couldn’t mask the undercurrent of concern.

“How about a delayed rest?” I asked. “And why am I talking to you about this when I just said I’d explain to everyone at the same time?”

Baden laughed and ran a hand through his cocoa-coloured hair. “Guess you caught me, Captain.” He turned back to the comm board and gave me a minute to gather my thoughts.

It took less than five minutes for Maja to return and Rei and Yuskeya to gain the bridge as well. Viss was with them after all, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out that he’d probably been in Yuskeya’s quarters when Baden commed her. Despite some rocky weeks when they’d each found out the other had been keeping secrets, they’d repaired their relationship, which made me happy. I didn’t know what would happen for them when Yuskeya was inevitably recalled to a post on a Protectorate ship, but I hoped they’d find a way to work it out.

Maja had gone one better than she’d said, and brought hot drinks for all.

“Bless you,” Rei said with a grin as she accepted the double caff Maja handed her. “It won’t make up for the extra half hour of beauty sleep I’m losing thanks to your mother, but it will help.” With her long chestnut hair pulled up in a messy knot and her pridattii facial markings tracing the contours of her face like swirling runnels of spilled ink, Rei was unlikely to suffer any ill effects from a lack of “beauty” sleep. Rei was an exceptional pilot and my best friend of five years, and I already knew I’d trust her to pilot me anywhere.

“Dankon,” Yuskeya told Maja, inclining her head as she took the proffered mug. Steam curled from the top and I knew it held sweet, milky chai. Maja had taken on the unofficial role of stores officer, and made sure she knew everyone’s favourites in the food and drinks department.

Holding the mug with both hands, Commander Yuskeya Blue carefully lowered herself into her seat at the navigation console, her long dark braid twined into an intricate coil this morning. She was one of my brother’s most trusted officers, on “loan” to the Tane Ikai for over a year now—although for most of that time I hadn’t known about her Protectorate affiliation. I’d been more than a little angry with Lanar when I found out he’d put a Protectorate officer on my ship without my knowledge—but I couldn’t be angry with Yuskeya. Dignified, competent, and brilliant, I couldn’t have asked for a better navigator and medic. Why was I worrying about how Viss would take it when the Protectorate wanted her back? What would I do?

Somehow Maja had known or guessed that Viss would turn up on the bridge too, because she’d brought a caff for him as well. He took it gravely and toasted the rest of us before taking a sip. “Here’s to whatever bad news the Captain has in store for us,” he said. “It’s bound to be interesting, if nothing else.”

“Hey,” I protested, “it’s not always bad news when I call everybody together on the bridge, is it?”

They looked around at each other, silently considering—or pretending to.

“Well, maybe not always,” Rei conceded. “Nine times out of ten?”

“Maybe eight times out of ten,” Baden said. “And only about seven of those involve someone else shooting at us.”

“Har har, very funny,” I said. “Do you want to know what’s up, or not?”

“Go ahead, Luta,” Hirin said. “I’ll make sure they behave.”

They did quiet down then, and I put Lanar’s request to them, conveying the explanation for why the Protectorate had to do an end run around the Council. As I’d expected, they were accepting.

“Admiral Mahane wouldn’t ask unless it was important,” Yuskeya said, hands cupped around her steaming mug. “I consider it my duty to agree with his suggestion.”

Viss nodded. “He’s a good guy. If he says it’s important to Nearspace that we go, I don’t have a problem with it. Although I would have liked to break down the intakes—”

I held up a hand. “If we go, it’s as soon as possible. Any major overhauls will have to wait until we get back—or, hey, you could do it while we’re there. The Corvids will be happy to help if you need it.”

The engineer grimaced. “They’re friendly and helpful enough. But a little odd to have around. I think I’ll handle the maintenance on my own, if it’s all the same to you.”

The Corvids had helped us install a special drive when we’d been at their station last, and while it had ultimately saved our lives, both Viss and Baden had found the crow-like aliens’ presence discomfiting. In order to co-exist in the same physical space with us, they wore all-encompassing black enviro-suits, which responded to the Corvids’ movements by constantly shifting and reconfiguring the small, flat hexagon-shaped discs of which they were constructed. The suits moved and flowed around the Corvids’ seven-foot-tall bodies, hinting at arms, hands, and legs without completely revealing them. At least their helmets were completely transparent, oblong-shaped to accommodate the aliens’ beak-like mouths, with some sort of holographic displays on the inside faceplate. The Corvids communicated via speakers on the lower rim of the helmet, and fortunately for us could speak fluent Esper.

“The diplomats will travel on their own ship, and we’ll have some other Protectorate observers on board with us. For now, let’s get prepped for at least a month of self-sufficiency if needed. The last time we did Lanar a favour it didn’t go as planned, so let’s not get caught off-guard this time. And we’ll have a few extra mouths to feed.”

Maja stood. “I’ll review ship’s stores. We’ll have to replenish some stock.”

As the others dispersed to make their own preparations, she stopped next to my chair and put a hand on my arm. “Are you okay with this? You haven’t been back on your feet all that long, and it was a trip to the Corvid system that started everything.” Her blue eyes shone with a concern that wouldn’t have existed a few short months ago, when our relationship was about as bad as it had ever been. If what we’d been through lately had any redeeming aspect, it was that the bond between my daughter and I had been restored.

I nodded and smiled. “I’m okay. What happened had nothing to do with the Corvids, after all. They were nothing but helpful. And if they can offer any keys to preparing us for the Chron, we have to do it.”

She leaned in to kiss my cheek. “All right, then. I’ll be sure to lay in lots of that pastina you like so much.”

“And hope we don’t need it all,” I said.

 

THE NEXT FEW days went according to plan. Lanar made good on his promise, and by the time we touched down on Jertenda, the subcontract for the ore delivery was arranged. We restocked there, and a little over two days got us back to FarView. Now we were waiting for one more Protectorate officer to arrive. The Council launch conveying the diplomats would rendezvous with us out near the new wormhole and we’d go through together.

Our Protectorate guests were installed in the passenger suites. One was Lieutenant Gerazan Soto, whom we’d rescued from an abortive mission at the start of our last misadventure. He and Rei had formed a quick and close bond, and they were both delighted to be back on the same ship for our jaunt to Corvid space. I expected they’d be pretty much inseparable during the travel times to and from the Corvid station, which made me smile.

The second was a pale-furred, dark-eyed Lobor Lieutenant-Commander named Emar Summergale. She shook my hand firmly when I met her at the docking station, her skin exuding the feverish heat I had now come to expect from Lobors. Her dark Protectorate uniform was spotless, and the highly-polished starburst insignia on her collar sparkled under the overheads. As I walked her down the corridor to her quarters, she politely bombarded me with questions about Cerevare Brindlepaw.

“She is something of a hero in my eyes,” Summergale explained, her partially-furred hands clasped behind her back as we walked.

“She’s a lovely person,” I said. “I very much enjoyed having her on board the Tane Ikai.”

The Lobor’s ears twitched. “I am rather in awe of Brindlepaw’s decision to remain with the peaceful Chron. It must not have been an easy decision.”

I smiled. “I think, for Cerevare, it was incredibly easy,” I said. “She viewed it as the chance of a lifetime—a lifetime spent studying the Chron without any real hope of ever understanding them, let alone meeting and conversing with them. Finding a segment of the population who want peace, not war, made the opportunity irresistible.”

“But certainly a dangerous decision to make, especially for a civilian,” she observed. “I heard that she remained on the Chron station even though it was still under attack!”

“She did. I tried to talk her out of it. I thought it was too dangerous to stay. But she practically laughed at the notion that she should leave.”

“My, my,” Summergale said. “Quite a personality.”

“And quite a hand at quozit,” I said. “If you ever meet, you should challenge her to a game.”

The Lieutenant-Commander looked slightly scandalized at the notion, but merely smiled in that canine way the Lobors have. I suspected that if we could arrange communications with Cerevare, the Lieutenant-Commander would be first in line to speak with her.

The third officer arrived just before we were scheduled to leave to meet the Council launch. He was a tall, thin human with close-cropped black hair, dusky skin, and a peppering of darker freckles across his nose and cheeks. He arrived at the airlock and introduced himself in a rich, deep voice as Lieutenant-Commander Jolah Didkovsky. As I shook his hand and introduced myself, he asked immediately after Yuskeya, saying that they’d been classmates at the Protectorate akademio and he’d heard a rumour she was aboard. I led him to the galley to find her.

She turned from pouring a mug of hot chai when we entered, and her face positively lit with pleased amazement. “Jolah! What are you doing here?”

He set his duffel bag on the floor and crossed the room with arms spread wide to catch her in a hug. “You didn’t see my name on the passenger list?”

I watched with a hint of bemusement as they hugged warmly. Yuskeya was generally so reserved that such effusiveness was out of character. The only other man I’d ever seen her hug was Viss. “The Captain didn’t share it with me,” she said with a laugh.

“Well, I would have, if you’d asked me!” I protested. “I wasn’t trying to keep it secret!”

“You’re forgiven,” she said. “Jolah, still drinking triple caff? Would you like one?”

“I’d love it,” he said, and turned to me. “Captain, do you mind if I just stop off here? I’ll settle in later if that’s all right.”

“Not at all. Yuskeya can show you the way when you’re done here. Yuskeya, I can put Maja on the nav board for the first part of the run if you’d like. She has enough hours in now to handle it, and she’ll love the opportunity.” When Maja decided to stay aboard the Tane Ikai for a while, following the end of her marriage and our reconciliation, she’d started learning navigation to, as she said, “make herself useful.” Although she hadn’t quite graduated to deep space navigation yet, she could easily take us away from the planet and start us on a set course.

Yuskeya smiled her gratitude. “That would be wonderful, Captain, thank you. We have a lot of catching-up to do.”

“Then I’ll leave you to it.”

I’ll admit my ship was beginning to feel a little cramped. I was secretly glad that none of our Protectorate passengers out-ranked Yuskeya, and wondered if Lanar had done that on purpose. If anything catastrophic came up and I had to let the Protectorate contingent commandeer my ship, it wouldn’t be so bad if Yuskeya was at the helm. I wondered idly what sort of relationship she’d had with Jolah Didkovsky. I sensed that it could have been more than simple friendship and wondered what Viss would think of the admittedly handsome Lieutenant-Commander.

I shook off those thoughts and let my feet carry me all the way forward to the bridge to find Maja and install her at the nav board. With all of our new passengers aboard, it was time to head into the Delta Pavonis system to find the new wormhole coordinates Lanar had given me. I took a deep breath. We were leaving the safe boundaries of Nearspace proper again. I hoped it would all go better than the last time.

Silly me.

WE’D BEEN GUESTS at the Corvid uruglat, or space station, for just about the full week, and I was growing weary of all that unrelieved black. They were obviously an intelligent and sophisticated species, but their taste in decorating left a lot to be desired.

Don’t get me wrong, I liked the Corvids. Once I’d gotten past my initial surprise at their crow-like beaks and sleek black feathers, I expected them to be different, expected everything about them to be alien. It was just that their station was black on the outside and black on the inside and everything else about it was black, and it got old after a while.

I said as much to Hirin as we lay in bed that night. “Night” by our internal clocks, anyway; the rhythm of the Corvid station operated on a different cycle, but we’d all managed to make accommodations. Folks came and went at all hours in making those accommodations, and at the moment, the Tane Ikai was unnaturally quiet. No throb of engines, only the soft hiss of the life support system cycling air throughout the ship and the occasional gurgle from an internal pipe. And for once, no voices or footsteps in the corridors. The Corvids had offered to outfit quarters on the station for us and for the diplomats, but that would have meant creating and constantly maintaining an atmosphere for us, in a much larger space. So, we compromised. Most of the interactions between the envoys and the Corvids happened via hologrammatic projections in the launch’s cargo space, which had been hastily outfitted as a makeshift boardroom. The diplomats had comfortable chairs and a big table, and the Corvids “beamed” themselves in. It was working. The Corvids had provided opportunities for us and for the diplomats to explore other areas of their station for limited time periods, or wearing EVA suits, but for the most part, it was easier for us to stay aboard our own ships where they were docked.

If you can call sticking partway through the gelatinous wall of a space station “docked.” That’s what the Corvids called it. The rest of us were still a little unsure. The Tane Ikai sat on one side of an entirely black docking bay, and the diplomats’ launch, the Airavata, took up the other side. The Corvids had assured us that the bay would be pressurized and atmospherically safe for us at all times, so that we could come and go between the ships as we pleased. At the diplomats’ invitation, the three Protectorate observers had been present on the Airavata for most of the sessions with the Corvids.

“I still don’t get the all-black decor,” I said to Hirin. “Fha says they can distinguish other colours, but they all seem to have a propensity for black. It’s soothing, or something. But you’d think it would get boring. It would drive me insane.” We’d had tours of many parts of the station: recreation areas, engineering and physical plants, eating and command stations. All various tones of black, interspersed with grey.

Hirin, curled at my back, chuckled. “We don’t know when they’re listening to us, remember. Fha said anytime we called out her name, she’d hear and know that we were looking for her.”

I did my best to shrug. “I’ve concluded that they don’t much care one way or the other what we say or think about them as a species. They’re the most well-adjusted beings I’ve ever come across.”

“They don’t seem to be holding back anything about the Chron, anyway,” Hirin said. “Gerazan says they’ve filled in all the missing pieces from the data packet they gave us before.”

I sighed. “Good. I know this is all for the good of Nearspace, but to tell you the truth, I’m getting kind of—”

“Bored?” Hirin finished for me.

I chuckled. “Exactly. You too?”

I felt him nod. “We’re not the diplomats, and although I know we were planning a vacation, this isn’t quite what I envisioned. It was interesting for the first few days, but now—”

“You’re tired of sleeping on a ship that’s not going anywhere.”

He squeezed my hand, where our fingers had interlaced. “You know me too well.”

I rolled to kiss him. “I ought to, after sixty years.”

“I was in that nursing home Earthside for too long, I guess,” he mused. “Now that I have the chance again, I just want to be on the move.”

I snuggled closer to him. “I feel the same way, and I’ve never really stopped moving.”

The ship trembled violently, and something fell over on the desk across the room.

Hirin’s grip tightened around me, and I glanced up instinctively at the port above my head. Nothing to see through it except the unrelieved black of the docking bay’s interior.

“What the hell—” Hirin started.

A hologram of one of our hosts appeared without warning in the room. “I apologize for the interruption,” the crow-like Corvid said politely, “but we are under attack.” As usual, only its head was visible, the rest of its body covered in a sand-coloured, rough-hewn robe with a rolled collar. The most remarkable thing about the Corvids’ robes, I’d realized, was that they were not black.

“By whom?” I asked as I rolled out of bed. Hirin was right behind me.

The comm buzzed just then, and Rei’s voice asked, “Captain, what’s happening?”

“Don’t know,” I said shortly. “Better get our crew to the bridge. And find out where all the envoys are. I want everyone aboard this ship or the launch immediately. Comm the bridge of the Airavata and tell them we’ll keep them informed.” I realized belatedly that that might not be necessary; they might have their own Corvid hologram on the launch, imparting the same information.

“Aye,” Rei said, and was gone. I pulled on a pair of jeans, not caring if the hologram could “see” me. I expected the Corvids were too preoccupied to spy on us. The ship shuddered again. The station must have taken another hit.

The Corvid hadn’t answered me but the hologram remained. “Is it the Chron?”

“Several Chron ships have entered the system,” the Corvid said finally, as if reluctant to give up the information. It was the first time I’d known one to be reticent. After a week on the station, I’d learned how to distinguish some of the Corvids from the others by striations in their “beaks.” This one I knew as Jarama.

“How’d they get past the asteroid field?” Hirin asked as I opened the door of the cabin.

“Unknown,” Jarama replied. “We believe we can keep you safe, Captain, but it would be wise to prepare your ships in case it becomes necessary to release you from the uruglat.”

I didn’t like the idea of being “released” into a system with Chron fighters flitting around, probably just itching to turn their energy weapons on anything human, but I kept it to myself. I was too busy sprinting down the corridor to the bridge, and wondering why I was always in the vicinity whenever all hell decided to break loose.

 

I EXPECTED A barrage of questions as soon as my feet hit the bridge decking, but only Rei and Viss had made it there ahead of me. Rei was already at the pilot’s console, her agile fingers calibrating the boards. She flashed a question at me, her eyes serious behind the beautiful dark pridattii tattoos, but I could only shrug. Viss sat at the secondary engineering board, cursing and muttering under his breath. The primary engineering station is one deck down, but in times of crisis Viss likes to be on the bridge with the rest of us. I don’t blame him one bit.

“Anything wrong?” I asked him.

He didn’t look up. “The drives aren’t meant to cold-start like this after days of being shut down,” he scolded, although his remarks weren’t addressed to me, or anyone else. He continued in the same vein. “Look at that—three seconds for a response from the field actuator? That’s way below acceptable—”

I tuned him out. The drives—the ship, really—were Viss’s babies, and he could always find something to complain about if everyone didn’t treat them that way. If there was something seriously wrong, he’d tell me. The rest of the griping, well, that was just Viss.

Baden, Maja, and Yuskeya arrived on the bridge in a flurry, just as everything shook again from another impact. Whatever they were hitting the station with, it was pretty serious. I’d seen the gelatinous outer skin of the uruglat absorb a Chron torp as if it were nothing more than an errant fly. Anything that could shake this place was something new.

Baden Methyr slid into the communications chair, although at the moment there didn’t seem to be anyone apart from the Airavata to communicate with. The Chron had a reputation for not answering when anyone called, and also for not calling, themselves. Maja pulled a spare skimchair over beside him, after flashing me a worried smile. I winked at her. Not to worry.

Right.

Yuskeya took her place at the navigation board and looked at me expectantly.

“Here’s all I know,” I said, sitting in the command chair while Hirin fetched up at the weapons board. “The station is under attack by Chron. The Corvids will try to protect us, but may have to release us—probably without much warning. I want everything ready to go in a heartbeat if we need it. Everything,” I repeated, glancing over at Hirin. He nodded. He took his job as de facto weapons officer seriously, even if he’d only invented the position to give himself something to do.

“No chatter on the comm,” Baden said, his fingers working the board methodically.

“Okej, where is everyone else?” I asked. “Keeping everyone safe is what we’re here to do, so let’s do it.”

Baden had his head cocked to one side, listening to something only he could hear over the comm panel. “Airavata reports one of the diplomats is not on board. The other five are accounted for. The representative from Vele—her name is Andresson—was off the ship when the attack started.”

Damne. I swore silently. “What about Summergale and Jolah?”

Rei answered. “They were both over at the Airavata, last I knew.”

“Scan for their ID chips and comm them.”

After a tense moment, Rei shook her head. “Neither is aboard, and no answers on the comm.”

“Baden, comm the Airavata and ask if Lieutenant-Commanders Summergale and Didkovsky are aboard over there. If they are, tell them to stay put. We can sort out who’s on what ship later if we have to leave.”

We waited for an answer. Finally, Baden shook his head. “Neither are aboard the Airavata. Someone said they went with Andresson for a tour of the Corvid waste reclamation centre.”

I swore aloud this time, not caring who heard me. “Fha!” I called. “Fha, are you there?”

The next hit, when it came a long few minutes later, must have knocked something loose. The Tane Ikai lurched, tilting crazily to starwise, and I had to grab the arms of my chair to keep from being thrown to the floor. The viewscreen still showed nothing but black.

“Are we free of the station?” I demanded.

“Still through the wall, as far as I can tell,” Rei said in a tone of disgust. She didn’t much care for the whole Corvid docking system. She said it made her claustrophobic. I was starting to know what she meant.

The hologram of Fha appeared near my chair, although it was flickering and less substantial than usual. Her wheat-coloured robe skewed awkwardly across her shoulders. “Captain,” she said, slightly breathless, “this is really not a good—”

“Three of our people are missing,” I broke in. “They apparently went on a tour of your reclamation centre, but they’re not answering their communication devices.”

Fha’s hologram didn’t seem to move, and I thought it had frozen. Finally, she said, “Yes, they were observed in that area of the uruglat. Unfortunately, we have lost communications with that sector.”

A trickle of fear sped like icy water down my spine. “Is it badly damaged? Do you think they’re safe?”

Yuskeya was at my side. “Captain, I could suit up and go find them.”

“What?” Viss looked up from the engineering board. As engrossed in the drive details as he was, he’d still heard that.

Fha flickered out, then surged back stronger. “The station has not been breached. Some systems are experiencing interference, however. Communications is one of them.”

“Captain?” As she pressed, I remembered Yuskeya’s beaming face when she caught sight of Jolah Didkovsky in the galley. She didn’t turn to look at Viss.

“Fha, are there obstacles to moving around inside the uruglat? I need to know if it’s possible or prudent to send a search team for my missing people. They would have their own life-support suits.”

Static. Then, “—would not recommend it at this time. There is interior debris in some areas.”

“We can’t leave them here, Luta,” Yuskeya said, and I knew she must be desperate, to break with her own code of always calling me “Captain” when we were on the bridge.

“I can’t risk anyone else,” I said. “We’ll sit tight. They might turn up any minute.”

“The Captain’s right, Yuskeya. Give it a minute.” Viss couldn’t leave the engineering board, but most of his attention was on our little by-play. She still didn’t answer him.

I felt Yuskeya’s hand on my arm and turned to meet her eyes. I thought I knew what I’d find in them, though. Even after Yuskeya’s true affiliation as a Protectorate officer had been revealed, she’d always acted as if she were under my command. When we’d been stranded in Corvid space weeks earlier, I’d asked her if she thought I should turn over command of the ship to her. She’d refused then, saying that only in dire circumstances, if she thought the Protectorate wouldn’t approve of my choices, would she ever consider suggesting that she take command. As I met her steady, brown-eyed gaze, I was afraid that perhaps that moment had arrived. And I knew I couldn’t actually stop her if she insisted on going to look for the others. Her face said plainly that she was about to do just that.

“All right, go,” I said. “Full EVA suit. Comm open at all times. Report every minute!” I was practically shouting the last instructions because she’d run to the EVA storage next to the airlock, wrenched down one of the silvery suits, and started struggling into it the moment I’d told her to go.

“Captain!” Viss’ voice bloomed with disappointment, but he didn’t say more.

“Fha? Is there clear passage from our docking bay to your waste reclamation centre?”

“Test,” Yuskeya said over her helmet mic. “Captain, can you hear me?”

I gave Yuskeya a thumbs-up as Fha finally answered. “—do not have reports—all areas. Passable with caution, perhaps.”

That was good enough for Yuskeya. She crossed to Viss and put a hand on his arm, then leaned in to touch the faceplate of her helmet briefly to his forehead. “It’ll be fine,” she murmured, and I knew that even though her helmet mic fed to the entire bridge, the words were for him. Then she turned and passed through the airlock door without another word.

“Christos. Does she even know where the reclamation centre is?” Baden asked.

“We were down there the other day,” Viss said, his voice harsh. “She knows the goddamned way.”

“I know the way.” Yuskeya’s voice sounded tinny and small. “This corridor is clear. Moving ahead.”

“Captain Paixon.” The hologram of Jarama was back suddenly, materializing half-in and half-out of one of the spare consoles. Things must be going badly for the Corvids. I’d never seen them make a mistake like that.

“What’s happening?”

“The Chron have improved at bypassing our asteroid defences,” the Corvid said, and his hologram and Fha’s both wavered as the station took another hit.

“No kidding,” I muttered. “Does this happen a lot?”

Neither of the Corvids answered for a long moment. Then Jarama said, “The frequency is gradually increasing. Although we continually change our algorithms, it does not seem to—”

His voice cut off, but the hologram remained visible, its beak-like mouth moving silently.

“Afraid I’m no good at beak-reading,” Baden said, but there was little humour in his voice.

“Lift mechanism is not working, I’m taking the central stairwell down.” Yuskeya’s voice sounded thin and noisy with static. The Corvids used circular stairwells to physically connect upper and lower levels. No doubt there was some feature of their mysterious anatomy that made ladders inconvenient.

“Tell the Airavata we’re doing what we can to locate the others,” I told Baden. “They should prepare to leave the station at a moment’s notice, with or without them. We have to be ready, whatever happens.”

The next minute stretched as if we clung to the rim of a black hole, elongating into nothingness punctuated only by the dull reverberations of strikes and launches. Yuskeya didn’t report in again.

“Yuskeya?” I said over the comm. “Where are you now?”

With a loud buzz of static, Jarama’s voice reasserted itself in sync with his hologram.

“Captain, we believe we should release your ships now, so that you have a chance to make it back to your Nearspace and alert the others. Also, we cannot continue to guarantee your safety docked here.”

A chance?

I found myself out of my chair, although I didn’t remember standing up. “I sent one of my crew to search for the three missing people. They’re still somewhere on the uruglat.”

And now it’s four.

“We . . . care for them,” Fha said, the audio breaking up. “Must strengthen . . . at . . . releas . . . ships.” Her hologram winked out.

“What about the Chron? If they come after us?”

Maja left her seat and came to stand on the other side of my chair, face pale but determined. “I can take the navigation board.”

“We will try to keep them engaged, or destroy them,” Jarama said. His hologram had stabilized as Fha’s disappeared. “Remember that your activator drive can be used to shut down ships following you too closely.”

Hirin nodded. He’d probably thought of that already. “Unfortunately, the drive can’t disable torps or other weapons they might fire at us.”

“Is your ship ready to release, Captain?”

“No!” Viss protested, but I glanced at Rei and Hirin, who both nodded.

“We don’t want to abandon our people, but we can safely leave,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Good luck, Jarama. Someone will return as soon as possible. Someone better able to help you.” The whole damned Protectorate fleet, if necessary.

“And to you, Captain,” he said gravely, and disappeared.

The ship lurched again, and Maja clutched at my arm to keep her balance.

“This is a mistake,” Viss said with an unaccustomed timbre of despair in his voice. “We shouldn’t leave them.”

“We don’t have a choice,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended. “If the Corvids have to release us to save their station, we can’t stop them. They’ll look after Yuskeya and the others.”

“If they can,” Viss rasped. “Christos, what a mess.”

The ship canted slowly to one side, and Maja and I both clutched at the command chair to stay upright. A loud sucking noise surrounded us, and then the station retracted from the Tane Ikai, leaving no trace of itself on the ports or viewscreens. Someday I really wanted to know what kind of material that thing was made of. Right now, though, I had more pressing things to think about.

 

WE EMERGED ON a side of the station that was, for the moment, free of any ships but ourselves and the Council launch.

“Airavata is asking for instructions,” Baden said.

“Tell them to make for the wormhole back to Nearspace with all speed,” I said. “We’ll follow and protect them. I’m assuming the Corvids weren’t too busy to send us both the nav coordinates to get through the asteroid field.”

“Got them,” Rei confirmed, her fingers skating over the piloting board.

“Airavata confirms that they do as well,” Baden said.

“Let them know the Corvids will take care of our people,” I instructed, silently hoping I was right about that.

“Four Chron ships in the system,” Hirin reported. He’d slid into the secondary navigation console until Maja could get her feet under her enough to cross to Yuskeya’s board. “Debris that would account for a fifth. They’re on the other side of the station. A number of the small Corvid vessels are harrying them.”

“Then let’s get out of here while they’re busy,” I said. “Rei, make for the wormhole. Keep us just behind the Airavata. Hirin, let’s have torps loaded into the rear firing tubes just in case.”

I reached across the chair and gripped Maja’s arm. “You can do this.”

She nodded once, her eyes very blue and dark with worry. She pulled free of my hand and crossed quickly to the nav board, letting Hirin move to his usual place. Her fingers moved into the unfamiliar routine on the board without hesitation, and she kept her eyes on her screen.

“Viss.”

“Captain?” He didn’t look around at me.

“Viss.”

That time his eyes met mine. Dark and angry.

“We’ll come back for them. Or the Protectorate will. I promise.”

He pressed his lips together in a straight, flat line, but nodded once before he turned back to the board.

The Tane Ikai pushed away from the station under the maneuvering drives, following the Council launch. I checked the rear viewscreen to assess damage to the station, my heart pounding out a Morse code that said this is wrong, this is wrong, go back. It felt cowardly, disgraceful, running away when the Corvids could be in trouble, when four of our complement were still back there. Realistically, though, I didn’t know what we could do to help. We were armed, but the Airavata was not, and our mission was to protect them. The uruglat looked the same as it had when we arrived, but considering its nature, that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

“Airavata has engaged their burst drive,” Rei announced. “Kicking ours over now too.” The two ships shot forward, covering the yawn of dark space that separated us from the relative safety of the wormhole.

We were only halfway there when Maja said in a clipped voice, “One of the Chron ships has broken away to follow us. Corvid runners are in pursuit.”

“On it,” Hirin said, before I could even give him an order. Since we were technically “sharing” the captainship of the Tane Ikai now, I couldn’t complain.

“Try the activator drive?”

Hirin nodded. “It’s worked before.” We’d managed to stop a Chron ship that way a few weeks ago, when it was determined to stop us from returning to Nearspace. I hoped that hadn’t been a fluke.

“You’ll only get one shot.” I knew I didn’t have to remind him. The device needed time to recharge after every use. It wasn’t intended as a weapon, only as an activator for the mechanism that allowed wormholes to be temporarily duplicated and their endpoints manipulated. Corvid technology that the Chron had appropriated from them a long time ago. But the Corvids had told us that firing the drive at another ship had the happy side effect of shutting down just about any kind of drive system and disrupting internal electronics. If your main objective was to stop your enemy from increasing speed or making any evasive maneuvers, you just had to get your aim right and try for a direct hit. On the one chance you had.

Like I said, not intended as a weapon.

They fired on us, but the torpedo faded right and went wide. Rei did her best to keep us moving at a good speed while maneuvering enough that we didn’t make an easy target, either.

“Firing,” Hirin said. “I hope I don’t catch any of the Corvids with it.”

“Take the chance. They know we have the device and that we’re likely to use it.”

There was no flash, no visual indication that we’d fired anything at all. The only other time we’d used it, I’d been so close to unconscious that I wouldn’t have noticed if it had shot flaming balls of gas at the enemy. But I saw what I needed to see. The Chron ship behind us didn’t stop, since all we’d done was shut down the drives. The effect couldn’t apply any brakes or counter-force. But suddenly they weren’t gaining on us anymore, and they were simply hurtling along in a straight trajectory, no maneuvering. Their drives had to be down.

Rei whooped once and Baden pushed a fist into the air. Ahead of us, the Airavata neared the asteroid field guarding the mouth of the wormhole.

“Stay as close as you can, but give us enough room to maneuver here,” I told Rei.

“Airavata says they’re switching to autopilot so the computer can follow the safe navigation coordinates,” Baden reported.

“Doing the same,” Rei said. The field of rolling, tumbling asteroids loomed large ahead, and I stifled an involuntary gasp as the Airavata disappeared into the chaos, seemingly avoiding one of the grey stone behemoths by inches.

A flash on the rear viewscreen drew my attention.

The Corvid runners must have taken advantage of the Chron ship’s sudden vulnerability. The flash was a Corvid energy weapon, blowing the Chron ship to bits.

The bridge went unusually silent. I felt a thick knot of guilt twist in my stomach. I knew the Chron in that ship would have done the same thing to us if they’d had a chance. It didn’t make me feel better. We’d slowed them down, and the Corvids had taken them out. Far in the distance, Chron and Corvid ships buzzed around the Corvid station like angry insects. I wondered how long the battle would go on, and when it would be safe to return.

As we reached the wormhole, Maja said quietly, “If the Chron have gotten better at bypassing those asteroid fields, how long is it going to take them to get to Nearspace?”

I shook my head. “Not long, I’m afraid. Not long at all. And we have to get the others back before they do.”
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I MUST HAVE been feeling guilty after I sent Luta off on her mission for the Protectorate, because I decided that my next task, after meeting with Harle Southwind at lunchtime, would be to see what I could do to shake up the PrimeCorp investigation. I also knew I wouldn’t be able to simply sit around FarView Station while Luta and her crew were away. Although I had utter faith in her abilities, she worried me. She often took chances without thinking enough about the consequences, but I rarely mentioned it. It only led to arguments I seldom won. So most of the time I kept my worries to myself and my mind otherwise engaged.

Although Luta had brought back considerable evidence of PrimeCorp’s transgressions, both past and present, the reports had met with a good deal of skepticism. Even some factions within the Protectorate found it difficult to credit, and PrimeCorp’s Council ambassadors issued flat out denials. As soon as the investigation had officially launched, a flock of PrimeCorp lawyers had filed motions and set up legal obstacles to try and block it. So far they’d refused to comply with demands for access to their internal files and had denied any knowledge of the men and women Luta had seen in the Chron system wearing PrimeCorp uniforms. And despite having their pictures and ID implant data, we’d failed to tie them to PrimeCorp through the Nearspace database. Either they weren’t connected, which I found unlikely, or PrimeCorp had managed to keep the connections secret. PrimeCorp claimed they were being set up—by a rival corporation, or perhaps even by the Protectorate itself. The PrimeCorp drive signatures Luta had recorded could be explained away as stolen parts, or refurbished PrimeCorp ships that had been decommissioned and sold to private buyers.

There were plenty of damning things in the files Jahelia Sord had stolen from the PrimeCorp Main computers, and we’d let them know we had some of them. The PrimeCorp lawyers were kicking up a huge fuss about the provenance of those files, but we’d declined to comment, letting them stew. They didn’t know we had the Chron-Esper dictionary dating back to the time of the first Chron war, or where it had come from. I’d advised that we hold that back even from the Council for now, and Regina Holles and the other Fleet Commanders had agreed. It was one thing to accuse PrimeCorp of not reporting exploration results and interacting with alien species outside Nearspace, but to accuse them of starting the Chron War? We needed more information before we showed our hand on that.

Harle showed up right on time and I welcomed him into my quarters. He’d worn his usual impeccable uniform—Lobor officers tended to consider themselves “on duty” unless they were on official leave, and rarely dressed in casual clothes outside their own quarters. He’d brought a warm loaf of gada, a dark, seeded Lobor bread, and we settled in to a lunch of albondigas, a meatball soup I knew Harle particularly liked. As Harle had requested, I’d set out a bottle of deep purple jarlees wine. With my mother now living on Kiando with the Chairman of the planet’s governing corporation, I was always likely to have a supply of the local delicacy on hand. We broke the gada into chunks, Lobor-style, and ate for a few minutes, talking about inconsequentials. Then Harle got to the point of the meeting.

“Remember a few months back, I told you we were looking at something possibly big happening with PrimeCorp?” he asked, setting down his soup spoon with a satisfied sigh.

“I remember,” I said. “I’ve wondered about it even more since Luta brought back her revelations.”

He nodded. “I don’t know yet if they’re related, but I wouldn’t be surprised. We’ve been watching some interesting movements in former PrimeCorp executives over the past five years or so.”

“What do you mean?” I put my wineglass down and leaned forward with my elbows straddling my empty bowl.

He considered, seeming to choose his words carefully. “It’s nothing overt,” he said, “but a pattern that made us take notice. Executives, some fairly high up on the corporate ladder, would leave PrimeCorp and almost immediately take up positions with another, rival corporation.”

I frowned. “That’s a little odd. When an exec leaves, aren’t they usually bound by a non-compete clause? I thought that was pretty standard.”

“Exactly,” he said, nodding. “No-one wants former employees taking secrets to a rival. But these exec movements are out of the ordinary,” he continued. “When they take a new position, it’s at a rival corporation, but always at a division that just manages to squeak around some very particular language in the PrimeCorp non-competition agreement.”

“What kind of language?”

“It comes down to an exclusion that extends to business interests that correlate closely to the position they’re leaving, but leave the field open for interests that deal with a different business sector.”

I nodded slowly. “So someone leaving, say, a mining division, couldn’t go to work for a rival mining division, but they could go to work for a pharmaceutical division? But most corporations wouldn’t forbid that, would they? Whatever mining operation knowledge someone might leave here with is not really going to benefit a pharmaceutical operation.”

“No, but according to the standards that most Nearspace corps apply, they’d usually be precluded from taking a related position—like our mining operation post, for example—for a minimum of five years, if not more, right?”

I sipped wine and nodded. “Five years seems reasonable. But I think it’s possible to get a court to overturn that if it’s deemed too restrictive on a person’s ability to make a living.”

“Right. So, what if I told you the PrimeCorp clause says six months,” Harle said, leaning forward and putting his lightly furred hands on the table, “and what if I told you further that all of these execs, within a year or two of moving to the new corporation, somehow manage to transfer to divisions where they do have knowledge and experience, and also end up in a more powerful position than the one they started out in?”

“Hmm. Six months is short, and that does seem sort of coincidental. How many people are we talking about, here?”

“Over the past five years, across all divisions, twenty-seven.”

“Twenty-seven? That’s too many coincidences!” I said.

Harle leaned back and tapped the leathery pads of his fingers together. “I know. It’s suspicious. For PrimeCorp to lose that many high-level execs should be pretty devastating. But they’ve obviously taken it in stride.”

“We are talking very upper level?”

He nodded.

“But for them all to end up that quickly in powerful positions where they have experience . . . why would PrimeCorp make the non-compete period so short? That seems counterintuitive to their interests.”

“The Protectorate has a theory,” he said. He pushed his chair back from the table and stood, then slowly paced the width of the room. As he walked with his slightly bouncing gait, he also bounced an index finger off his lips.

“If you plan to go to war with someone, what’s one of the first things you might want to do?” he mused, then answered his own question. “Put spies where they can find out the enemy’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities. To know your Enemy, you must become your Enemy. So, imagine if those twenty-seven execs weren’t fired, and didn’t quit. PrimeCorp has a pretty good record of holding on to its upper-level folks. Imagine if they left for some other reason.”

I tapped my fingertips together, then joined him at the viewwall, where he’d stopped pacing. “You’re saying the terminations could be in the interests of a greater good—that is, putting people loyal to PrimeCorp inside its rivals.” From here, we could look down along the hub of FarView Station, windows winking on every level, launches and ships gliding slowly to and from the docking arms. “But—PrimeCorp spying on its rivals? Sorry to break it to you, Harle, but there’s nothing terribly unusual in that.”

“The numbers are unusual,” he observed mildly. “But here’s the other wrinkle. In the time since each of those executives has made the internal move, a couple of other things have also happened. Each one has had direct influence on subsequent hirings and firings in their divisions. And key positions on the Boards of Directors have also changed in each of those companies, and in all cases—all of them—the new Directors have some connection to the moved executive. Sometimes you have to dig pretty deep to find that connection,” he said, “but in every case, it’s there.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Okej. That takes us outside the boundaries of coincidence.”

The Lobor nodded. “That looks like someone is plotting internal corporate takeovers. And that’s just the stuff we know about.” He turned away from the view wall to face me, ears pricked forward. His rounded, canine eyes, dark brown and luminous in the small space, were very, very serious. “And although this may sound very conspiracy-theory-ish, imagine how much easier it would be to effect those takeovers if everyone was distracted because Nearspace was embroiled in a war with the Chron?”

I felt something stir in my gut. “Merde. Harle, are you serious? What could they hope to gain?”

“You’re right. A war shouldn’t benefit them,” he said, “because PrimeCorp depends on a stable business environment across all of Nearspace, just like any other corporation. So, we still don’t understand how that all fits together.”

It was my turn to pace, connections lighting up inside my brain. “But the fighting with the Chron acts as a distraction, while PrimeCorp quietly takes control of all these other corporations or divisions of corporations. If they can get planetary control, they can replace that world’s ambassador with one of their own choosing—”

“—and once they have enough ambassadors in the Council, they essentially control Nearspace,” Harle Southwind finished in a tight voice. “The few corporations that might be left, and the autonomous and Authority-governed worlds, wouldn’t be enough to outvote them on anything.”

I stopped pacing. “But to collaborate with the Chron and bring war to Nearspace? That’s—that’s treason.”

“Agreed,” Harle said, his ears flattening. His lips drew away from his teeth in a snarl. “But if they control the Council, who’s going to prosecute them?”

I took a deep breath and blew it out, contemplating the very different Nearspace Harle had just conjured into the realm of possibility. “So, what do we do? You heard Regina. We can’t go after the Chron militarily—unless you have enough evidence to move against PrimeCorp?”

“Not yet. Much of this is supposition, coming up with a theory that makes sense of all the pieces. But this is why I wanted to talk to you. Fleet Commander Holles suggested it.”

“What can I do?”

The Lobor shrugged in a very human gesture, spreading his hands wide, leathery palms facing up. “I don’t know, exactly. But Regina says you and your family—you’ve got history with PrimeCorp. She thought you might be able to help. We need more details. We’ve tried to get someone on the inside, but apart from people they move out themselves, PrimeCorp is locked up tighter than a Protectorate brig.” He sighed and let his hands drop. “I don’t know. I’m just asking for ideas.”

Mother, I thought. That’s who might be able to help, and that’s why Regina had made the suggestion.

Harle handed me a datachip. “That’s the list of corporations who have hired on ex-PrimeCorp execs, and the names of the execs themselves. I thought it might be useful to you.”

I looked out the view wall again, tucking the datachip absently into my pocket. The station looked so peaceful, so quiet against the backdrop of space, even though I knew that within its reinforced walls, thousands of people went busily and unsuspectingly about their business. People the Protectorate had a duty to look after.

“Leave it with me, Harle,” I said finally. “I’ll have to think about it a bit.”

“Or course. And Lanar—keep this entirely between us, all right. We’re still suspicious that information is leaking somewhere.”

“A mole? In the Protectorate?”

Harle shrugged. “I’m not saying that for sure. But . . . we can’t let PrimeCorp know how much we suspect. We have to play this close to the chest.”

I nodded. “Whatever you say, Harle. And I’m sure we’ll come up with something.”

He turned to survey the station as well. “We have to, Lanar. And soon.”

 

AFTER MY DISCUSSION with Harle Southwind, the best place to start was to pay Mother a visit. She might not have called in all her inside sources at PrimeCorp when she decided to stop hiding her research data, so it was possible she’d still have a contact there who might have knowledge of use to us. But it wasn’t the kind of question you ask over FTL WaVe, no matter how good your encryption is.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t head straight out to talk to Mother in person. I sent an inter-system message to make certain she was at home and found out that she wasn’t. She’d finally gone to Damyadi Station, to consult with representatives of the Schulyer Group about their new anti-aging technology. She was expected back in five days.

So, I had almost a week to fill. I didn’t want to spend it worrying about Luta, so I filed a routine patrol route that would keep us actively watching for signs of Chron trouble, gave my crew six hours’ notice that we were leaving, and got underway. I took along copies of all the datachips of information we had concerning PrimeCorp and their activities, as well as the one Harle had given me. No matter how much time I spent poring over them, though, nothing new leaped out at me.

Our route brought the Cheswick finally around to Mu Cassiopeia and the planet Kiando. Although the main colonies on Kiando were built around heavy metal mining operations for the Duntmindi Corporation, much of the planet was still untouched wilderness. The other major industry was wine-making with the native jarlee fruit, but neither of those had brought my mother to the planet. It was the anti-aging research sponsored by Gusain Buig, head of Duntmindi’s operations on the planet and elsewhere. And after she’d met the Chairman, her relationship with the man himself. I was glad to see her happy again after all her sacrificed years spent evading PrimeCorp.

As soon as we skipped through into Mu Cassiopeia, I put the call through to Mother. I had to leave a message, but she pinged back within half an hour from her office in Gusain Buig’s house. “Lanar! I heard a rumour you were looking for me. What brings you?” she asked, green hazel eyes shining as she leaned close to the screen with a smile. She held up an admonishing finger. “I hope it’s not all business. Sometimes a son should just come and visit his mother because he loves her, you know.”

I grinned. “If I tell you how much I love you, can I sneak in just a little bit of business, too?”

She sat back from the screen and crossed her arms in mock annoyance. “I suppose, if you must. Will you join us for dinner?”

“That would be great. We should arrive just in time and I’ll come down in the launch.”

“I’ll tell Gusain. He’ll be pleased to see you too.” She closed the connection with a little finger wave and a smile.

I still find the resemblance between Mother and Luta disconcerting. The nanobioscavengers have held them at nearly the same physical age, and although the similarity is not that of identical twins, they could be sisters. I hadn’t counted on my worries about Luta being triggered by seeing Mother, so I changed my clothes and went down to the workout room for a bit of physical distraction to fill some of the four hours until we reached the planet.

Gusain Buig’s home sits on the outskirts of Ando City, the planetary capital, more a mansion than a mere house. Among its many accoutrements is a personal landing pad plenty big enough to accommodate the ship’s boat from the S. Cheswick. The pilot brought us in low over the mining fields studded like giant footprints across the continent’s arid deserts. Occasionally a splash of bright, verdant green signaled an oasis, or rippling blue announced one of the many small seas. On the outskirts of the city, terraced hills hosted row upon row of pale, burgundy-veined leaves of jarlee vines trailing over arched trellises. The city itself boasted few very tall buildings, since the first settlers had opted to build downward as much as up. The Ando City region tended to extremes of temperature, so the inhabitants wanted cool havens in the summer heat and warm sanctuaries from winter’s bite. For a community of miners, going underground made perfect sense. I gave the sergeant who piloted me down leave to head into town for his own supper, an offer he gladly accepted. The food on the Cheswick is good, but it’s not exactly restaurant fare.

Mother greeted me at the door. Her auburn hair, a little lighter than Luta’s, was braided and coiled on top of her head, and she wore a long green sweater, jeans, and soft knee-high boots. Long earrings, tiny jade stones dangling from fine silver chains, hung almost to her shoulders. To the casual observer she wouldn’t look much older than I did, but when I leaned in to kiss her cheek the lines around her eyes and mouth were more visible. Worry, rather than age, was responsible for most of them.

As I kissed her cheek she hugged me tightly. “So good to see you,” she said, almost a whisper. She’d never be able to make up for the seventy years she’d spent separated from us, running from PrimeCorp and hoping we’d have normal lives without her, but at least the unique circumstances of our longevity meant she had a chance to try.

She released me from the hug, tucking her arm through mine to lead me into the house. “Dinner’s ready,” she said. “Can the business part of the visit wait until after that?”

“Absolutely,” I told her.

“How’s Luta? Have you talked to her lately?”

“She seems to be fully recovered.” The truth, if not the whole truth. Guilt gave me a nudge in the gut. I’d asked Luta to keep her mission quiet, and then gone to see Mother without thinking that I’d have to lie about it myself.

“And you? No problems with your bioscavs?” She craned her head sideways, studying me as we walked, as if she could tell by looking if the tiny machines in my body were causing any problems. Who knew, maybe she could.

I chuckled. “Not that I can tell. I still run on the treadmill when the vastness of space gets boring, and I don’t seem to suffer any ill effects.”

“Good.” She nodded in satisfaction.

“So, you went to see Schulyer Group? Did you visit their labs? Examine their research?”

After many years and ongoing research by more than one corporation and lab, it seemed that another anti-aging breakthrough might be on the horizon. Mother’s research, carried out by her team at PrimeCorp three-quarters of a century ago, was to date the only successful method for halting the aging process—and because of ethical concerns, she’d fought to keep the technology out of the hands of anyone at all in that time. It lived in a handful of us, and that was all. Thirty years ago, Nicadico Corporation had released a treatment they called Longate, but it had been an unmitigated disaster. After several courses of treatment, patients invariably succumbed to cascading organ failure, and the subsequent investigation unearthed any number of bribes, deceptions, and deficiencies in the testing protocols. No one had tried again until PrimeCorp launched its Vigor-Us treatment ten years after that, but that wasn’t true anti-aging, just a rejuvenation process that could effect some health and appearance benefits.

Then Schulyer Group had approached Mother, with the revelation that they had arrived at a new treatment—one that built on and improved Longate, fixing its myriad flaws. They wanted her to vet their research and make sure it was sound before they proceeded to human trials.

And so poor Mother found herself faced with the same ethical dilemma she’d battled for decades now. Could one corporation be trusted to fairly administer the secret of immortality for all, and were we, as a species, even ready for that knowledge? She’d known PrimeCorp couldn’t be trusted and had sacrificed a normal life and family to keep the research out of their hands. But somehow Luta had convinced her that she no longer needed to be the guardian of the fate of humankind; that by keeping the research to herself, she’d effectively placed herself in the same position she didn’t want PrimeCorp to occupy. And so she’d decided to release her own research data to the public and let PrimeCorp come after her through the legal system if they wished. As far as I knew, they hadn’t made a move to do so yet.

Luckily for her, PrimeCorp was going to be a little busy in the next while. She might not have anything to worry about.

She pulled a deep breath and let it out. “It’s . . . promising,” she said, bringing me back to the present. “I think I can offer some suggestions, but their data looks good. I brought back a bag full of encrypted datachips to read and study, and then we’ll schedule another meeting.”

We turned a corner and the dining room came into view. Chairman Gusain Buig stood near a fireplace, head bent to read something on the datapad he held. He turned when we entered the room and flashed a warm smile, then set the datapad on the mantel. He clasped his hands together and set them over his heart, then bent forward in two quick bows, the standard Kiandon greeting. Buig stood an easy six feet tall, and had dressed as casually as Mother had this evening, in a cozy-looking pullover the same icy-blue as his eyes, and black denim jeans. His greying hair betrayed him as no longer exactly young, but his face was warm and his smile genuine as he extended a hand toward a tray waiting on the sideboard. I wondered for the first time if Mother had dosed him with nanobioscavengers yet, and immediately assumed she had.

“You’ll have some jarlees wine before supper?” he asked, although it wasn’t really a question. Few humans or Lobors turned down an offer of the delicacy, although it had never really taken off with Vilisians.

“And with supper as well, if I’m lucky,” I said with a smile. I was glad I’d opted to change out of my Protectorate uniform and into something more casual before leaving the Cheswick.

Although I’d been here only a few weeks ago, we managed to fill the time before dinner and over the meal with catching up on personal news and discussing the latest developments in Nearspace. It turned out that Gusain and Mother knew more than I’d expected about the information Luta had brought back with her from what we’d all started informally calling “Otherspace.” It made sense; Gusain was, after all, the top executive of Duntmindi, and Duntmindi had three ambassadors on the Nearspace Worlds Administrative Council, one for each of the planets the corporation controlled. It just hadn’t occurred to me that the ambassadors would report so fully to the corporation’s Chairman.

“I can’t say I feel any sympathy for PrimeCorp, or for Alin Sedmamin,” Buig said as we sipped spicy chai over rich, whipped-cream topped apple-jarlees pastries. “I find it hard to believe even they would consort with Chron, but the evidence seems irrefutable.”

“PrimeCorp isn’t ready to admit to that.”

He nodded. “I’ve heard they’re denying all involvement. Explaining away the ships as no longer associated with them, the logos on the attackers being an attempt at a set-up . . .”

I tilted my head at him and shrugged. He was right; that was exactly what they were saying. “Do you believe any of that?”

He flashed a humourless grin. “Not for a second. But I wish I could. I don’t like the alternative. That they could be collaborating with known enemies of Nearspace.”

“They’re slowing the investigation,” I said. “If there’s a possibility that those Chron are heading for Nearspace, we need to know everything we can about them as soon as possible.”

Mother tapped her fork absently on the rim of her plate, gazing into the distance. “What I don’t understand,” she said pensively, “is, if the Chron really are planning a renewed assault on Nearspace, why would PrimeCorp be involved? The corporation’s interests are tied to a healthy and prosperous business environment all through Nearspace. Wouldn’t war adversely affect that?”

Buig sipped coffee. “Maybe. But if you read Earth history, there were times when a war actually boosted an economy. Not that the cost in lives could provide justification for starting or prolonging a war, but economies often came out improved overall.”

“I can’t believe even PrimeCorp could sink that low,” Mother said, shaking her head. “And I could believe almost anything about them.”

I ate the last bite of the delicious pastry and chased it with a sip of chai. Possibly the best I’d ever had. I’d ask Gusain later where he got it. Yuskeya Blue loved chai, and I’d pass the name along to her. “Well, that’s one of the reasons I’m here,” I said. “See if you can believe this.” As briefly as I could—although it wasn’t a simple situation—I relayed what Harle Southwind had told me about the movements of PrimeCorp executives and the possibility that PrimeCorp was eyeing a Nearspace political coup.

By the time I’d finished, both Gusain and Mother had leaned forward in their chairs. Gusain frowned. “I wonder if we’ve hired anyone ex-PrimeCorp lately,” he said speculatively. “I don’t think so, but I wouldn’t necessarily know about every hire.”

I shrugged. “You might want to check into that, but you didn’t hear any of this from me.”

“This sounds like exactly the kind of thing PrimeCorp would do,” Mother said, “but I’m not sure how it ties into working with the Chron.” She rested her chin on her hands, eyes fixed on the remains of our dinner but not, I expected, really seeing it. Her lips compressed into a thin line, relaxed, compressed again. “Collaborating with the Chron to attack Nearspace, in an elaborate scheme to usurp the political power here? That’s monstrous. Even for PrimeCorp, that’s monstrous.”

I spread my hands. “We don’t know that’s what’s happening. And I don’t know how PrimeCorp could extricate itself from a Chron alliance later—or why they think they could trust the aliens. But we see it as a possibility.”

Mother stood and moved to stand behind Gusain’s chair, settling her hands lightly on his shoulders as if seeking comfort from the contact. “All right. What can we do about it?”

That “we” made me chuckle. “I’m not sure ‘we’ are going to do much, but I came here to ask you a question,” I said. “We need information more than anything else. I wondered if you might still have any contacts, anyone at all, inside the workings anywhere at PrimeCorp. I know you got your research connections out when we took PrimeCorp to court on Vele, but is there anyone else?”

She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head to one side, considering. “Someone who could act as a spy?”

I grimaced. “I hesitate to use that particular word, even in this most confidential company,” I said. “But someone who might have the ability and the willingness to collect information PrimeCorp is trying to block us from, yes.”

She clasped her hands behind her back and paced away from us. The dining table would seat twenty guests easily, but we’d clustered at one end of the gleaming expanse of polished dark wood. She walked the length of it, then turned and came back. When she reached her chair, she stopped. “I still have a few contacts,” she said cautiously. “But I’m not sure any of them would be willing or able to do this. I’d have to know more about the kind of access you’d need. Even then, I might not know them well enough to ask them to take the risk.”

I rubbed the back of my neck and nodded. “It is a lot to ask, and not worth it if you weren’t sure they could get access.” I reached into my pocket for a datachip case and selected the one Harle had given me. “Go over this when you have time,” I said. “There are more details about the executives and divisions involved.”

Mother held out her hand and I dropped the chip into it. I felt my shoulders start to droop and pulled them back with an effort. I didn’t want Mother to feel bad about this. “It’s all right if you can’t help. You were just one of the names on my list. We’ll find another way.”

She smiled and pocketed the chip. “I’ll take a look and get back to you about it as soon as I can.”

“I hear rumblings that Alin Sedmamin might be out of a job soon,” Gusain Buig said with a wry smile. “Maybe he’ll be willing to go rogue and help you out.”

“Really? I figured he’d be throwing some other poor sucker to the wolves. That seems to be his style.”

Gusain shrugged. “Maybe the Board has finally decided he’s more of a liability than an asset. Or maybe he wouldn’t get on board with the plan you’ve suggested.”

“I’d be surprised if anything was too dark for his scruples,” I said, draining what was left of my chai. It had gone dead cold, but it wasn’t unpleasant even that way. “And even if it were an issue for him, I’d expect to see him wind up dead, not simply fired. If that’s what they’re really up to, it’s far too big to risk him spilling everything at this point.”

“Well, the rumour mills grind exceedingly hard where PrimeCorp is concerned lately,” he said. “There might be nothing to it at all.”

Gusain’s datapad chimed and he retrieved it from the mantel, a frown pulling his brows together when he read the screen.

“Priority communication for you, Lanar,” he said, passing the datapad to me. “Must be pretty serious for your ship to use the inter-gov channel to reach you.”

“I let the pilot leave the ship’s boat and go into town,” I said, taking the device. “He probably shut down the onboard orbital relay.”

I keyed in my passcode and the message appeared on the screen.
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Lanar

Corvid station attacked while Luta and envoys docked. Ambassador Andresson, LC Jolah Didkovsky, LC Emar Summergale, and Cmdr Yuskeya Blue stranded. Others returned okay. Return to FarView stat.

Regina

 

I felt a hot, prickling feeling creep up the backs of my arms, and my stomach went suddenly leaden—nothing to do with the dinner we’d eaten.

“Lanar? What’s wrong?”

My shock must have shown on my face. “Trouble, naturally,” I said, quickly closing the message and handing the datapad back to Gusain. I stood too quickly, tipping my chair, and had to catch the back of it to keep it from falling. “Occupational hazard, I’m afraid. Recalled in the middle of fun.”

“What kind of trouble?” Mother was not buying my attempts to keep it light. She came around the table and put a hand on my arm. In the mirror set into the wall above the fireplace, I could see both mine and Mother’s reflections, and we looked more like siblings than mother and son. But she wasn’t my sister; Luta was. And I’d sent her into danger.

“I’m not entirely sure yet,” I told her, and squeezed her hand. “They’ll fill me in when I get there.”

I thumbed my implant and called the sergeant. “Hope you’re finished your supper,” I said. “We have to return to the ship immediately. Tell me where you are and I’ll come to you.”

I heard his muffled voice talking to someone in the background, and then he rattled off a street address.

“There aren’t many places downtown where you’ll fit that vessel,” Gusain said. “Let me send a driver for him, and you wait here.”

That made more sense, but I knew I couldn’t stay with Mother to wait. She’d badger me until I’d told her every detail, and I’d end up revealing how I’d unwittingly sent Luta into danger.

“Thanks, Gusain. I’ll head to the landing pad and get all the prelims out of the way so we can take off as soon as he gets here.” He nodded and hurried out of the room.

Without waiting for her to argue with me, I pulled Mother into a quick hug. “Thanks for dinner,” I said, planting a quick kiss on her cheek. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

She grasped my arms firmly as I tried to disengage. “You’re not telling me everything, but okej,” she said. Her eyes were darkly serious. “I’ll think about what you asked, and go over the data. Maybe there’s someone who could help . . . I’ll just have to give it some thought.”

I nodded. “We’ll talk soon, I promise.”

“And I’ll find out what you’re trying to hide,” she said, one side of her mouth twisting into a half-smile. “I promise.”

“Love you,” I said, and fled to my ship.

 

THE TRAVEL TIME between Kiando and FarView was a full twenty-three hours at normal speeds. I had Linna Drake run the burst drive at full capacity, and that shaved a few hours off the time. When we arrived at FarView, Regina met me herself at the airlock when the Cheswick docked. “Luta and the others are fine,” she reiterated as soon as she saw me. Maybe something in my face made her think she had to remind me.

“What happened?” I asked, as we strode toward her office. “Luta wouldn’t willingly leave anyone behind, especially not Yuskeya. I sometimes wonder if I’ll be able to convince her to let Yuskeya leave the Tane Ikai at all.”

Regina puffed, almost jogging to keep up with me. I hadn’t realized how I was barrelling along the corridor and slowed my steps for her. Not only were her legs shorter, but she was effectively a lot older than I was. Not that she’d ever, in a million years, ask me to slow down for her.

“She didn’t have a choice. The Corvids had to release the ships from the station in order to protect themselves, and Yuskeya had gone into the station to find Andresson and the others. Then the Chron ships went after them, too, and they barely managed to get through the wormhole. The Tane Ikai took some damage—not much, nothing too serious—but enough that it wasn’t safe for them to stay in the system. They’re back here now and yes, we’ll foot the bill for all repairs.”

“But Yuskeya and the others were fine when Luta had to leave?”

She didn’t answer right away, and I stopped walking. “Regina?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. They don’t know. The Corvids said they’d take care of them, but there was no actual word from them direct to Luta.” She put a hand on my arm. “Lanar, I’m sending you to get them. I know you’d probably insist on it, so let’s just skip that step, okej?”

Regina smiled tentatively at me and I blew out a deep breath. I was angry, but not at her, and I had to remind myself of that. “Okej. So Luta’s here?”

“Yes. Go find her, get her to tell you what happened. The envoys are putting their reports together—what they can, although they’re distraught—so you’ll have all that information to take with you. I know you haven’t met the Corvids before, but I trust you in that department. You’re the best one to go.” She smiled. “And I know you want to.”

“Regina, you’re the best.” I stooped impulsively and kissed her cheek.

She flushed and pretended to brush dust off her jacket. “That is the most disrespectful behaviour—” she blustered. “What if Antar Mauronet had seen that, now? Really, Lanar, sometimes I don’t know what to do with you.” But a smile lurked at the corners of her lips. A little out of sync with the hint of wistfulness in her eyes, and it was my turn to flush.

“You ship out the day after tomorrow,” she said, her voice all business again.

“We should probably go—”

She cut me off with a raised palm. “Not until weapons and engineering have a full maintenance cycle. I’m not sending you out unprepared. And you need time to talk to Luta.”

I might have argued further, but a look at her face told me there’d be no point and I bit down my reply.

We continued down the corridor in silence and rounded the corner to enter the Protectorate’s administrative space. Antar Mauronet waited in the hallway outside Regina’s office. His jaw still bore the mottled blue and yellow bruise I’d left there, but he made no attempt to cover it up. He stood half-blocking the door, as if determined to speak with Regina whether she wanted to or not. He almost smirked when he saw us together, obviously thought better of it, and addressed himself to Regina.

“Fleet Commander, I hope recent developments have persuaded you to change your mind,” he said, only stepping back at the last moment as Regina didn’t pause but kept walking toward the doorway, silently daring him to stop her.

She opened it and stepped inside. Mauronet followed without being invited and I brought up the rear.

“About what, Admiral?” she asked him, continuing through to her office.

“About going after the Chron,” he said firmly. “Their aggressive actions show that we can’t wait around—”

“Precisely what has changed since our last discussion about this, Admiral?” Regina inquired, lowering herself into her chair. She folded her hands and settled them on the desk in front of her. Her voice was a dangerous calm I knew well, but Mauronet continued, oblivious.

“What—why—the attack on the Corvids!” he blustered in response. “It’s clear that Nearspace is next!”

“That may or may not be the case, although—” she held up a hand to stop his next outburst, “—I believe that you’re probably right. However, unless you’ve magically found more ships for the fleet, the problem hasn’t changed. We’re already spread more thinly than we should be. If we take ships out of Nearspace in an aggressive mission, we leave ourselves open to a flank attack.”

“Place ships to cover the operant artifact in Tau Ceti and the Delta Pavonis wormholes leading out of Nearspace,” Mauronet said, in a pinched voice that obviously cost him an effort to control. “If we create a bottleneck at the entry points—”

Regina Holles suddenly slammed both palms down on the surface of her desk with a resounding slap. Mauronet jumped as if the slap had hit him in the face. “If those are the only two entry points,” she hissed. “But what if they’re not?”

“Maybe the Authority diplomats have better information about that now,” I said, hoping to be a calming force in the face of this rising storm. “If the Corvids have broader intelligence about the Chron movements—they did know about the Tau Ceti wormhole, after all—they might be able to shed more light on what we’re facing.”

I suppose I should have known better than to put myself in between those two. They both resented my interference, for different reasons. Regina glanced at me coldly, Mauronet with heat. I held up my hands and started to back toward the door.

“Just trying to be helpful. I’ll excuse myself if you two want to duke it out. I have to get my ship ready, anyway.”

“Ready for what?” Mauronet asked with suspicion.

“Ready to carry out the orders I’ve given him,” Regina snapped, “which are not your concern. Admiral Mahane, you are dismissed. Thank you for your input, and check in with me before you leave the station.”

“Of course, Fleet Commander,” I said, suitably chastised for making light of the situation happening between them. I closed the door very, very softly as I left the Fleet Commander’s office. I didn’t start to chuckle until I was sure neither of them would hear me.

 


Chapter 4 – Luta 
Don’t Shoot the Messenger

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE DAY AFTER our ignominious escape from the Corvid system, the Tane Ikai was in a repair dock at FarView Station, and I was hurrying to meet Lanar. We’d had a chance to tell our stories about what had happened at the Corvid station, and been assured that a rescue mission would be launched soon. I didn’t know why it wasn’t immediate, but I hoped Lanar might be able to tell me that.

His ship, the Nearspace Protectorate Vessel S. Cheswick, was a Pegasus-class cruiser with a crew of fifty, the real workhorse ships of the Protectorate patrol network. They could run surveillance, scout trouble zones, deploy Protectorate troops planetside via its onboard shuttles, or actively participate in battle. Lanar had been in command of this one for ten years now. He could have had a Fleet Commander promotion anytime he wanted, but he’d told me once that he felt more needed and useful on the bridge of the Cheswick than he expected to feel anywhere else. Honestly, I was happy to have him stay an Admiralo. It meant he could turn up anywhere in Nearspace, sometimes even right where and when I needed him.

FarView was a typical station, catering to both the military and the tourist market, which meant an interesting mix of shops and services. I hadn’t had a chance to visit any of those yet, with everything else we had to do, but I wasn’t in Lanar’s office on his ship very long before I started to think I’d rather be shopping.

“You could have been killed!”

Lanar paced the breadth of his office, just behind the bridge of the Cheswick. We both tend to pace when we’re agitated or need to think. Must be a genetic thing. I must remember to ask Mother someday whether she does, or Dad did.

I held up a palm. “Hey, you were the one who sent us there, don’t forget. I wasn’t just randomly joyriding around in the Corvid system for fun.”

“I thought it would be safe! You told us the Chron incursions into Corvid space were rare.” He obviously wasn’t done ranting yet. I just didn’t know why I was on the receiving end.

“Well, that’s what they said. I guess the Corvids underestimated,” I snapped. “Do you think I’m not upset about what happened?”

Lanar looked like he’d snap back, but then something flickered in his eyes. He crossed to where I sat on the smartly-upholstered sofa next to the view wall and took my hands, pulling me to my feet and enveloping me in a hug. “Luta, I’m sorry. I’m mad at myself, not you. I would never have knowingly sent you into danger.”

I hugged him back, and said into his shoulder, “What a mess.”

“If it’s any consolation, the envoys came back with a lot more information about the Chron, from the Corvids. All those gaps in the data are filling in now, thanks to your help.” He let me go and moved to the tiny drinks dispenser on a cabinet in the corner. “Double caff?” When I nodded, he pulled a steaming drink for each of us.

I took mine hesitantly, as if I didn’t really deserve it, and sat back down. “Some help we were. We came back without four of our people, and we didn’t even fire a torp at a Chron ship.”

“You weren’t there to fight. You did the right thing. You got everyone else back. How’s the Tane Ikai?”

“She’ll be better in two days, they tell me. What happens now?”

He quirked a half-smile. “The S. Cheswick ships out the day after tomorrow for the Corvid system.”

“Just you? And why the delay?”

Despite the smile, there was no humour in his grey eyes. “They won’t send us out without making sure the ship is at one hundred percent. We can’t spare any other ships—not when we don’t know what the Chron are planning. The Corvids will know we’re coming—we’ll send a message through the wormhole before we skip through, and with luck they’ll send us the coordinates to navigate the asteroids. We go in, collect Yuskeya and the others, and come home. Offering assistance to the Corvids if they need it.”

I was squeezing my mug so hard I was afraid I might crumple it. “Is it my fault they’re sending you? I mean, because it was your idea to send me?”

Lanar shook his head, looking at me somewhat fiercely. “Absolutely not. I would have volunteered even if Regina hadn’t asked me.”

“Because it was your idea to send me!”

“Because it’s what I do,” he said. “Stop worrying about it. We’ll be back in a few days.”

“That sounds like famous last words,” I said, but I went on before he could come up with a retort. “But honestly, I had a hunch you might be leading the rescue team, and so did someone else. Viss wants to go with you. I know it’s not within Protectorate protocol—”

He held up a hand, stopping me gently. “It’s actually not a bad idea. Viss has been there; he knows the system and the aliens.”

I frowned. “I told him I doubted you’d go for the idea, because I wouldn’t expect Protectorate regulations to let a civilian tag along on a mission like this.”

Lanar absently ran a finger over the double row of nine colourful starburst pins on the collar of his uniform, lingering on the ninth purple star, the one that marked him as an Admiral. “Luta, Viss isn’t exactly like any other civilian.”

“You told me before that he wasn’t another undercover Protect—”

“He isn’t! I was straight with you on that.” He stood and crossed to the view wall, staring out toward the main part of the station. The Cheswick hung at the dock end of one of the station arms, and from here we could see into the brightly-lit centre hub of the station. A small sea of people moved inside. Women shopping. Parents and kids roaming around wide-eyed. Lobors and Vilisians scattered through the mix. Protectorate officers looking for a fancier meal than they were used to getting in the mess. And maybe some fancier company than they’d had in a while.

“Viss’s history with the Protectorate goes a long way back,” he said, shoving his free hand deep into the pocket of his pants. “You must have known there was something there, when I had him . . . transporting that illegal PrimeCorp tech for us.”

“Smuggling, you mean? On my ship?”

He turned sharply to look at me, but I grinned.

“Don’t worry, I already forgave you for that, remember? And yes, I suppose I must have known you wouldn’t just pick him randomly. You knew something I didn’t.”

He nodded. “And I still don’t think it’s my place to tell you Viss’s life history. How many times have you told me how much your crew respects each other’s secrets, when I was worried one of them might tell PrimeCorp more about you than you wanted them to know?”

I shrugged. “You’re right. I don’t need to know.”

“But I will tell you that Viss has history with the Protectorate, the kind of history that makes him a welcome addition on board any Protectorate ship. If he wants to come with me to collect Yuskeya, no one is going to have a problem with that.”

“I like your use of the word ‘collect’. Makes the job sound like a casual jaunt in a rented flitter.”

His eyes were serious now. “I wasn’t being flippant.”

I stood and crossed to him, and he put a comforting arm around my shoulders. “I know. I just want it to go smoothly. And the last foray into that system sure didn’t.”

We stood for a moment, and then he held me at arm’s length. “If Viss comes with me, who’s going to run engineering on the Tane Ikai? Even if, as I hope, we’re only gone for a few days?”

I put my hands on my hips. “Hirin and I ran that ship alone for a long time, if you’ll remember. I think we can limp along for a few days, especially since I’ve got no plans other than a couple of cargo drops. I might go as far as Kiando to visit Mother.”

He laughed. “No offense intended! I’m sure you and Hirin can manage just fine. In fact, you’ll probably get along better than I will. Viss will be as cranky as an Erian snowcat, being away from both Yuskeya and your ship.”

I didn’t want to think too much about the Tane Ikai with neither Viss nor Yuskeya aboard.

Lanar continued, “I was just at Mother’s, asking her for a favour. She’d be happy to see you.”

“What kind of favour? Are you all right?”

He smiled. “Of course, I’m all right. I just wondered if she might still have a contact at PrimeCorp who could help us. We need someone on the inside to look into some things for us.”

“But you’re not going to tell me exactly what those things are.”

“Well . . .”

“Never mind. I’m not going to pump you for classified information. But I will ask if you’re going to tell me what happened to your hand?”

“What do you mean?” But his hand twitched inside his pocket, and it was the one I’d seen bruised.

“You were in a fight.”

He slid it out and displayed it for me. No sign of the bruises that had spread yellow and purple smudges over his knuckles.

“Big deal. I know about your nanobioscavs, remember?” I said with sarcasm. “Now, tell.”

“Okej, you win. I . . . had to teach someone a lesson. No, hang on,” he said quickly, waving the hand. “That’s not really true. I didn’t have to do it, and I didn’t even plan to do it. I just reacted without thinking.”

I crossed my arms and stared at him in my best disapproving-big-sister mode. “That impulsiveness gets you in trouble sometimes.”

He chuckled. “Oh yes, and you’re the soul of sober second thought.”

I chose to take the high ground and ignore that. “So tell me, what did you get impulsive over, and who met the business end of your knuckles?”

Lanar went back to his chair and sat down casually. “That worm, Antar Mauronet. Remember him? He tried to impound the Tane Ikai that time you and Hirin helped Sektan Ouvieron catch the smugglers?”

“I’m not likely to forget Mauronet, even if it was something like thirty years ago,” I said dryly, returning to my chair, too. “But it does make me think that he probably deserved it. Not bad-mouthing me, was he? I don’t think our paths have crossed since then.”

“He doesn’t seem to like you any better than he did then, but no, it wasn’t about you. He made some insinuations about Regina Holles that were uncalled-for. I let him know my thoughts.”

My heart twisted a little. For a while I’d thought Lanar and Regina—they seemed so well-suited, I really thought they might make a permanent couple. And it had been the first time I’d seen Lanar truly happy with a woman since Soranna had died. But the Protectorate life doesn’t make the best planting ground for long-term relationships to grow. I suspected Lanar still had a soft spot for her, though.

“She came to see me when we docked,” I said. “I forgive you for your rash actions if you were defending her. I always liked her.”

Lanar pursed his lips. “You know she’s a Fleet Commander, don’t you? I don’t see her much, but she was here on FarView for the meeting where I suggested you go to the Chron system with the diplomats, and she’s still here. She and I—well, we’d discussed it beforehand and she was all for it.” He smiled. “She always liked you, too, and still does. I know she’d love to see you wearing a Protectorate uniform, though.”

I held up a hand. “Dios forfend,” I said. “I have enough Protectorate trouble as it is.”

Lanar’s door pinged and he called, “Come in!” When it slid aside, Viss stood in the opening, a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. He’d changed out of his scruffy blue shipsuit and wore wheat-coloured casual pants, military-style boots, and a short, chocolate-toned leather jacket that I didn’t think I’d ever seen before. With his salt-and-pepper buzz cut, he could have been an off-duty Protectorate officer.

He grinned at us. “Am I too early?”

I shook my head. “No, the question has been put and answered. You’re welcome to go along on the mission. But they’re not leaving until the day after tomorrow.”

Disappointment flashed across his face, but he came into the room and offered a hand for Lanar to shake. “Admiral, good to see you. Thanks for including me in this. But why the delay?”

“Maintenance cycle. Fleet Commander’s orders,” Lanar explained briefly. “Good to see you, too, Viss, although I wish the circumstances were different.”

Viss shrugged, but his brown eyes were very intense. “We’ll get them back.” I knew his casual attitude hid a very real concern.

Lanar crossed to the chairs and sat down again, motioning us over to join him. “So, tell me exactly what happened out there this time,” he said, adding with a grin, “I promise not to freak out again.”

“If you do, I’m walking out and going shopping,” I warned him. I looked at Viss, but he nodded, content to let me tell it. “Honestly, I don’t know. The Corvids didn’t have time—or the inclination—to tell us much about what was happening, just that the Chron were attacking. The Corvids didn’t seem prepared for it. It shook up the station, I can tell you that. Jarama—one of the Corvids—said the Chron had breached the asteroid navigation barrier to get into the system, and that they’d figured out a way to bypass it. I guess, although they hadn’t said anything to us previously, that this is getting to be a more common occurrence.”

Viss chimed in. “The Chron had heavy torps—maybe even something like a ship’s cannon. The Corvids said the station wasn’t breached, but the Captain’s right—it sure was getting shaken up. The Corvids were holding their own, but the battle was still raging around the station when we entered the asteroid field.”

“Lanar?”

He looked away from Viss and over at me.

“What’s going to happen now?”

He flashed me a smile. “Viss and I are going to go collect our lost sheep from the Corvids, and you’re going to get back to business. Or a rest. Whatever works for you.”

“I mean, big-picture. Nearspace. Chron.”

He stood again and went to the view-wall on the other side of the room. This one wasn’t an actual window but a screen, currently showing a feed from the external cameras, stars winking quietly against the dark expanse. “I don’t know. I have a bad feeling about the Chron, and about how unprepared we seem to be. And I’m not the only one. You didn’t hear this from me, but the Protectorate might be spread too thin to offer an effective resistance if they do come.”

“The planets—well, some of them—have security forces. They’ll come to the fight, right?”

“We can’t count on the five PrimeCorp worlds—we don’t know which way they’re preparing to jump. And we don’t know what other alliances they might have formed. You saw them in Chron space. Something’s brewing, and it’s killing me that I don’t know what it is.”

I looked at him closely. “But . . . you have a theory? Intel?”

“Not really. But if the Corvids can’t keep the Chron contained, and they’ve been holding them off all this time—”

He didn’t have to finish the thought. And it might be even worse than Lanar was admitting; he might be downplaying the dangers for my sake.

“What’s driving them?” I asked, although we hadn’t had an answer to that in over a century. “Why can they possibly hate us so much?”

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “We still don’t know. Too bad you didn’t have a chance to ask your Chron friend. If we knew that—”

“Maybe we’d know how to stop them.” I stood to cross the office and joined him at the view wall. Space was so damned big. How could it possibly not have enough room for all of us to coexist? “Maybe Cerevare can get some answers for us. We need to set up a comm relay to her. And maybe the data from the Corvids will help.”

Lanar shrugged. “It’s definitely useful. But even they don’t have the big answers, the reasons that drive the Chron. They told you that themselves, didn’t they? You’re right about Professor Brindlepaw, though. I’m going to work on getting a message to her as soon as possible.”

Viss asked, “Do you think the Chron will get through? To Nearspace?”

“Yes.” Lanar’s usually cheery face was pale, his grey eyes shadowed. “If they’re determined enough—and the evidence points to that—they’ll be here, probably before we’re ready for them.”

“But we’re getting ready.”

“There are a few in the Protectorate who think we should take the fight to them, but that’s not practical. Regina Holles is pushing for us to mobilize without causing panic throughout Nearspace, even though she’s very candid about our shortfall of firepower and resources. Some of the corporations don’t believe any of it, so they’re not even putting their planetary security forces on notice. The Council wants to be cautious, not cause ‘undue alarm’.”

“In other words, they’re going to wait until it’s too late.”

Lanar sighed again. “That’s how it seems to me.”

It was exactly what I didn’t want to hear.

 

WHEN I ARRIVED back at the Tane Ikai, there was more news I didn’t want to hear. Rei met me near the airlock.

“Maja got a message,” she said in a quiet voice. “I don’t know what it was, but it upset her, I think. She stayed in her cabin, even though we were supposed to do nicardi together.” The Erian martial art is a more intense workout than I care for, but Rei had been teaching Maja, and my daughter loved it. No doubt she still had plenty of pent-up frustration from our years of bickering, and the screaming likely helped with that.

I suppressed a sigh. “I’ll talk to her.” Maja and I had managed to get past those years of near-estrangement over the past few months, so it wasn’t our relationship that made me hesitate. It was just that I felt mentally exhausted after my talk with Lanar and what I really wanted was a nap. I went to see Maja anyway.

She was pale but composed when she let me into her cabin. What had been plain and sparse passenger quarters when Maja came on board had been transformed into a cozy living space that now looked larger than it was. Someday I should ask my daughter to redecorate my captain’s quarters. Somehow, even during long stretches of in-system space travel, it was one thing I never managed.

“Rei thought you might be upset about something,” I explained. “Want to talk?”

She sat on the bed, which she’d covered with a colourful handmade coverlet from a little market on Kiando, and wriggled back until she leaned against the wall. She pulled her knees up and locked her hands around them with a sigh. “It was a message from Taso,” she said. Taso was her ex-husband, who’d left her for a younger woman some months before she’d joined us on the Tane Ikai to help deal with Hirin’s—at that time—failing health.

“What did he want?”

Maja shook her head, the hint of a frown creasing her forehead. “I don’t really know. He sounded—odd. Rambled for a bit, just small talk, even though we haven’t spoken in months.” The message was naturally a one-way affair, since Taso was still back in Sol system—on Earth, I assumed.

I leaned against the edge of the desk and slipped my hands into my pockets. “That does seem strange. Why call if he had nothing of consequence to say?”

“It gets stranger. He said he was thinking about coming out to see me, wanted me to send a message and let him know where I was planning to be in the next little while.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Did he mention the divorce?”

She shook her head again, impatiently this time. “He didn’t mention anything important at all, other than coming to visit. I was just so surprised to hear from him at all—it sort of threw me. I can’t think straight.”

I crossed the room and sat on the bed beside her, scooting back until I fetched up against the wall, too. With one arm I gave her a quick hug, still slightly amazed that we were both comfortable with that after so long when I wouldn’t even have contemplated it. “Are you going to reply?”

She leaned into the hug and I felt her sigh. “I suppose I should try to find out what this is really about.”

“If you want. But you have no obligation to try and make him feel better. He left you, remember?”

“I know. It’s just—so weird. I’ve hardly even thought about him in weeks.”

I pulled back and grinned. “Not surprising. Baden hasn’t been giving you much time to think about other men.”

She grinned back. “No, he hasn’t. And I haven’t wanted to.”

“So, send Taso a message and then put him out of your mind for now.”

She nodded. “We probably have more important things to worry about anyway, don’t we?”

“You mean Yuskeya and the others? Your Uncle Lanar is heading out first thing in the morning to retrieve them. Viss is going along, too. And Lanar feels sure they’ll be back in a few days. The Corvids will be expecting a retrieval mission, so I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

She crossed her arms and tilted her head at me, her blue eyes considering. “You’re not all that sure. And we don’t know what happened after we left the system.”

I sighed. “No, we don’t. But we’ll hope for the best, and take some comfort that it’s Lanar going. There’s no-one I’d trust more on that mission.”

“Did he say anything about the Chron? What’s the Protectorate plan?”

There was no point in trying to hide it, I supposed. They were going to figure things out for themselves anyway; they’d all been there. Still, I hated to be the one to tell my daughter that another Chron war could be imminent. “The Protectorate thinks we may be in for some trouble,” I said carefully.

Mercifully, Hirin called me on the comm circuit just then and I was spared any further discussion.

“Luta, could you come down to the galley for a minute? I’ve got some inquiries about cargo to Cengare, should fit into our schedule for when the repairs are finished.”

I thumbed my forearm implant. “If you promise to have a double caff waiting for me when I get there.”

His grin made his voice warm and smooth. “Already poured.”

Maja grinned at me. “He’s one in a million.”

“Make that one in several hundred million,” I corrected. “You okay now?”

She nodded. “I’ll see you later. I think I’ll see if Rei’s still interested in a round of nicardi.”

I hoped she would be. The Erian martial art seemed to be especially good for venting negative emotions. Rei always said she found the yelling particularly liberating.

I thought I might give it a try, myself.

 

 


Chapter 5 – Lanar 
Exes Past and Present

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I LEFT THE docking level of FarView after Luta returned to the Tane Ikai. I’d detailed Linna Drake to show Viss to some temporary quarters, and he’d asked if he might have a tour of Engineering and see what the maintenance crews were doing, which I should have expected. I told Linna to see to it, and then took one of the stairwells down to the entertainment level in search of some food. This was always the busiest part of FarView, and it felt good to be part of the bustling, busy crowd just going about their normal day. Shops were open and adboards cycled through brightly-coloured promotions of new merchandise and services. The holotheatre proclaimed the first run of a new production “outside Sol System!” And delicious smells wafted out of every restaurant’s open door, making my mouth water. There wasn’t anything wrong with the meals on the Cheswick, but anyone can appreciate a little variety once in a while. I stopped in to one of my favourite eateries whenever we docked at FarView, a little bistro called Lukoreon’s, with a beautiful starwise view and a chok’to and prosciutto panini I’d literally cross space for.

I gave my order to the pleasant Vilisian at the counter and sat at a small table near the door to wait. From some hidden source, a bluesy guitar filled the air, adding to the relaxed atmosphere. A man poked his head in at the door, quickly glanced around the room, and crossed to the order counter himself. He hadn’t appeared to notice me, but I stared at his back in surprise. I was sure it was my niece Maja’s ex-husband, Taso. But what would he be doing on FarView? In an area as big as Nearspace, it was extremely rare to “run into” someone you knew unless you worked with them or planned the meeting well in advance. It just didn’t happen. But here was Taso, I was sure of it. I’d had a good look at his face as he scanned the room, and the lean build and longish, light-brown hair were right. Not that I’d spent much time with Maja and Taso, but we’d met enough times for me to feel quite certain. When he turned his head to look over the menu board, I spotted a small tattoo on the side of his neck and I was sure. It was a spiral galaxy, and I remembered it from their wedding. I’d joked to Luta at the time that I should get something similar, only perhaps a wormhole, to signify the countless times I’d made a skip between systems. She’d said dryly that she didn’t think a round black spot made for very interesting ink.

I waited until he’d finished his order and then went up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Taso?”

He jumped violently and swung around to face me.

“Whoa, sorry,” I said, holding my hands away. “Didn’t mean to startle you. It’s Lanar, Maja’s uncle, remember?”

He relaxed so visibly I thought he might actually collapse onto the floor. “Lanar, of course,” he gasped. “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting there to be anyone here who’d know—anyone I’d know,” he said. He chuckled, but it sounded forced. “I guess with the Protectorate, you could turn up anywhere, anytime, huh?”

I smiled and nodded. “Pretty rare to just bump into someone I know, though. What brings you to FarView?”

“Oh, just doing some travelling,” he said lightly. “Heard there might be some opportunities for teachers here on the station, thought it might make a nice change.”

“I was sorry to hear about you and Maja,” I said, although I knew full well it had been Taso who left her. It seemed more awkward not to mention that I knew about the breakup, though.

“Uh, yeah.” He looked uncomfortable and jerked his shoulders up in a shrug. “These things happen.”

“Coincidentally, the Tane Ikai is docked here now, too, if you can believe it,” I said. “Maja’s still with her mother, if you wanted to say hello.”

“No! I mean, that might not be the best idea,” he said. “It’s a little awkward. You know. If I happen to run into her, that’s one thing, but I don’t think I’d go looking.”

I nodded, and the waitress called my order. “Sure, sure,” I said.

“I mean,” he hurried on, following me over to the pickup station, “you might not even want to mention that you saw me, really. If you’re talking to her. Because then she might think it was weird that I didn’t try to see her.”

I took my panini and double caff. “No problem,” I reassured him. “I’m off on a mission shortly anyway. Nice to see you, and good luck with the job hunting. FarView’s an interesting place to spend some time.”

“Thanks, Lanar. Good to see you, too,” he said. He didn’t offer to shake hands since mine were full.

I took my order to my table and gave most of my attention to the sandwich. I did notice, though, that Taso got his food and left the bistro quickly, without glancing in my direction. The whole encounter had been . . . strange. Definitely something I’d mention to Luta, no matter what I’d told Taso. Family sticks together, and I didn’t really consider Taso in that category anymore.

I mulled over Taso’s odd behaviour as I left the bistro and headed for the stairwell since the elevator was crowded. It was only three levels up to the docking arms, anyway. I’d gained the first landing, the station’s mercantile level, when the lower door opened and shut and footsteps sounded on the stairs below me. Someone was in a hurry, and I moved to one side so they could run past me. But a rough command made me turn to face the person coming up.

“Mahane! We need to talk.”

I forgot all about Taso as I watched Mauronet approach, and suppressed a sigh. He was red-faced, probably not used to taking the stairs. I had to conclude that he’d been following me, waiting for a moment to catch me alone. To talk, or to continue what we’d started outside the meeting room? I stepped back to give him lots of room on the landing and balanced myself in case he rushed me.

“How can I help you, Admiral?” I kept my voice calm, and afforded him more courtesy than he’d shown me.

He drew level with me, but he didn’t look primed for a physical fight. The fading bruise on his jaw was livid again on his suffused face. “Where are you headed?” he demanded.

“Back to my ship, at the moment.”

Mauronet glowered at me and shook an accusatory finger. “Not what I mean and you know it. Where’s the Cheswick headed? Into Chron space? Are you taking a force?”

Now I understood. He thought Regina was sending me on the mission he wanted—to attack the Chron.

I shook my head. “It’s a retrieval detail,” I told him, “and just the one ship. No force.”

He looked like he might spit on the floor, then thought better of it. “As if you’d tell me,” he said. “Holles won’t listen to reason—at least to my face. But she can’t be that complacent about the Chron threat. As soon as I heard you were shipping out, I knew where you must be going.”

“You’ve got it wrong, Mauronet,” I told him. I didn’t care to keep this argument going, but I wasn’t about to turn my back on him and continue up the stairs. “You can watch us leave if you want. The Cheswick is heading out on her own.”

“Sure, that will prove it, because there aren’t any Protectorate ships you could rendezvous with after you leave FarView.” His voice was rough with sarcasm. A face glanced into the stairwell through the window, saw us, and hurried away.

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” I said. “It’s not your place, nor mine, to second-guess the Fleet Commander.”

He ignored that. “You met with Southwind. Is he going with you?”

Bastardo. He must have been following me, or having me followed, ever since the meeting. All the way to Kiando and back? Was he really that paranoid? I fought down the urge to punch him again and crossed my arms to make restraining myself easier. “Stop imagining enemies inside the Protectorate, Mauronet,” I said. “We have enough to worry about from the outside.”

Then I pushed open the door and stepped out onto the busy mercantile concourse. If he wanted to follow me and make a public scene—maybe even start another physical altercation, I’d have plenty of witnesses to call at his court-martial.

I walked about ten feet and looked back when I heard the stairwell door swing shut. Mauronet hadn’t followed, but stood glaring at me through the door’s window. He made an obscene gesture, and I answered it with a Protectorate salute, then turned and walked toward the next stairwell leading up. I’d have to tell Regina about the encounter, although I hated to add fuel to their already inflammatory relationship. But Mauronet was starting to feel more like a threat than an annoyance, not just to me, but to the Protectorate and the larger safety of Nearspace. His ideas about the Chron were straying towards irrational.

I didn’t like to think he’d disobey orders. But I hadn’t liked the anger raging in his eyes through that window, either.

 

I WAS ON the Engineering deck of the Cheswick later, checking up on the maintenance progress, when I got a text-only message from Regina. I’d messaged her briefly about Mauronet when I’d returned to the ship, but left the details for when we could talk in person. Now she asked if we could meet, and when I replied in the affirmative, she sent me a suite number on the upper habitat level. She must not be willing to risk another confrontation with Mauronet or anyone else in the Protectorate offices just now—or perhaps she wanted this to be unofficial. I considered that as I walked down the docking arm and rode the elevator up a level. There could be others who shared Mauronet’s opinion of what we should be doing about the Chron. Those at the meeting when I’d volunteered Luta to go to the Corvid system hadn’t voiced agreement—but they might have simply been keeping quiet in the face of Regina’s obvious opposition to his ideas. I’d have to ask Regina how she thought the other Fleet Commanders felt. I knew the other four, and thought they were level-headed and reasonable, but I didn’t know any of them as well as I knew Regina.

Well, I thought with a wry smile, there were few people I knew as well as Regina.

Mulling over the possible things Regina might ask me to do while on my rescue mission to the Corvid system, I found the suite number and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” she called, and I swiped my ID implant close to the door’s keypad. She’d given me access and the door slid out of the way. I stepped inside.

Living suites on the upper docking level of FarView station were not exactly luxury accommodations, but they were spacious and well-appointed, several levels of improvement over my quarters on the S. Cheswick, and I found those comfortable enough. Regina’s suite offered a view out the starwise side, a portion of the view wall now covered by long, creamy drapes. It wasn’t this view she was enjoying, however, but a faux fireplace with burning logs projected on the room’s hubside wall. Regina sat on a curving, dove-grey sofa, nursing a glass of what I guessed was her favourite jarlees wine. Her hair was down, the way she’d worn it at the academy, and she’d changed out of her Protectorate navy blues into a flowing tunic of transform fabric. It cycled slowly through a soft palette of blues and greens.

“Fleet Commander,” I said with a nod, stopping just inside the door as it closed behind me.

“Never mind that silliness, Lanar,” she said, smiling. “There’s another glass for you, and you should have changed out of the uniform. This meeting, as far as I’m concerned, is not happening and never happened.”

I shrugged out of my jacket and hung it over the high back of an oversized pale green armchair standing at right angles to the sofa. “What about those security cameras you warned me about? I’m sure there’s a record of me, stepping in through that door thirty seconds ago.” I picked up the second wineglass from the table and held it out. She poured from the bottle, and I sat in the armchair.

“Yes, but remember who reviews all the security recordings.”

I sipped and smiled. “Your one vice,” I said, saluting her with the glass. The fruit-sweet scent of the wine drifted in the air, reminding me of the expanses of vine trellises on Kiando.

“I wish,” she said dryly, “but at least I’m consistent.”

“How’d it go with Mauronet today? I wondered if you’d have to put him out an airlock.”

“Don’t sound so enchanted by the idea. No, in the end we agreed to disagree.”

“Meaning you told him to shut up and take orders.”

She grinned over the lip of her wineglass. “Something like that.” Her grin faded quickly, though.

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, holding my glass in both hands and swirling the deep purplish liquid inside. “You’re worried. More worried even than you’re letting on.”

“Aren’t you? What did he say to you this afternoon?”

“Accused me of going off on a secret mission to fight Chron. Apparently, I’m taking a force of other ships along, and Harle Southwind is coming with me. Which doesn’t even make sense, since Harle’s Investigative and doesn’t even have his own ship at the moment!” I ran a hand over my face. “Obviously, he’s angry at being excluded from this imaginary mission.”

Regina closed her eyes. “I told him flat out that no-one in the Protectorate was taking the fight to the Chron. Why is he so hung up on this?”

I shrugged. “People are scared and angry. The Chron War wasn’t so long ago that we’ve forgotten about it. I guess Mauronet would rather see us taking action than waiting around for the hammer to fall.”

“Is that how you see it?” she asked sharply.

“No. I think you’re handling it the right way. But we’re a military force. There are bound to be more than just Mauronet sharing his opinion.”

“Mmmm,” she said, neither confirming my suspicions nor dispelling them. I didn’t like that, but she continued before I could press her. “Harle Southwind told you what we suspect PrimeCorp is up to?”

“Yes, but I still don’t see how PrimeCorp thinks it’s going to control interactions with the Chron. They’re putting all of Nearspace at risk, if it’s true.”

She sipped from her glass, holding the rim between the fingertips of both hands. “It’s treason, if it’s all true. This is top priority, Lanar. You must find out everything you can from the Corvids or anyone else while you’re on this mission.”

I nodded. “I already asked Mother if she still had any connections inside PrimeCorp. She didn’t think there was anyone who’d be useful, but she didn’t dismiss it out of hand.”

Regina looked at me sharply. “Did you tell your Mother everything about our suspicions?”

“Pretty much, but I thought that’s what you wanted. Harle said it was your idea.”

She blew out a long breath. “Well, it was. I just get antsy when I think about too many people knowing what we suspect, and it somehow getting back to PrimeCorp.”

I chuckled. “I think if there’s anyone you can trust to not leak anything to PrimeCorp, it’s my mother.”

Regina smiled then and seemed to relax. She set her empty wineglass on the table with a soft clink, and made no move to refill it. “Are you seeing anyone, Lanar?” she asked softly.

I quirked a half-smile. “You know me, Regina. Too old for the young ones, too young for the ones my age.”

“Nice problem to have,” she said, then she quickly shook her head. “No, I don’t mean that. It hasn’t actually been a nice problem to have, has it?”

I considered the dregs of wine in my glass. “It has its moments,” I said, “but on the whole . . . I’m not sure it’s all it’s cracked up to be.”

She rested her chin in her hand. “I do wonder, though. What would have happened if we’d stayed together. Your sister and her husband seem to have made it work. But I wonder if it’s different for a man to be with an ‘older’ woman.”

I shrugged. “If two people want to be together, it’s no-one else’s business.”

She smiled. “We did get that part figured out a long time ago,” she said. “At least we think we did. People still talk.”

I got up and sat beside her on the sofa, putting an arm around her shoulders. She leaned back and against my side with a sigh, dropping her head to my shoulder.

“Remember that time on Vele, when we flew the training recon mission for Admiral Walamar?” I asked.

She nodded. “And you got us lost trying to fly by ‘instinct’ and not the coordinates? I’m not losing my memory yet. At least not that one.”

“And you,” I argued, “got us lost. We landed on the beach to get our bearings. That little lagoon with the giant blue seahorse things. And you tried to catch one.”

“You tried to catch one,” she laughed, her body shaking against mine.

“Oh no.” I squeezed her shoulders. “I’ll take responsibility for getting us lost, but you were the one in the water.”

“They were so amazing, but I didn’t catch one.” She reached up and rested her hand against my cheek. “But you warmed me up afterward.”

“It’s probably just as well you didn’t catch one. We would have had a hard time explaining that one to the admiral.”

“We caught hell as it was,” she said. “But it was worth it.”

“Well, that’s who you are to me,” I said. “And always will be. The woman from that day.”

She reached up a hand and touched the pure white streak in her hair. “Right,” she said, “and this is just a fashion statement.”

I shrugged. “It might as well be. I’ve lost a lot of people in my lifetime—some to death, some to my particular . . . situation. You’re a constant, one of the few. And that’s why I think for me, you don’t age. Not really. And maybe that’s the way it is with Luta and Hirin.”

She was quiet for so long I thought I’d said something wrong, and then she reached up and brushed away a tear. “You’re damned good for the ego, Lanar Mahane,” she said, “I’ll give you that.”

Then she sat forward and turned her face towards mine. “But will you put your money where your mouth is?”

I smiled at her, meeting those brown eyes; the eyes of a woman who’d never grown out of my heart, even if she passed me in years. “I will, if my mouth is here,” I said, and put my lips firmly on hers.

 

 


Chapter 6 – Luta 
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FOUR DAYS AFTER my meeting with Lanar, we made our first cargo dropdown on the planet Cengare. The Protectorate shipyard had been extremely efficient, and the repairs to the Tane Ikai completed right on time. I wondered if they would have been so quick if Viss hadn’t gone off with Lanar; likely he would have practically camped out at the repair site, sticking his nose in everywhere and questioning everything they did. The thought made me miss my absent crew members even more keenly, and I pushed it firmly to the back of my mind.

The population of Cengare was smaller than that of its sister planet, Kiando. Kiando was a busy mining colony, but it seemed like Cengare had been colonized just because someone could do it. It was a nice enough planet, in the cooler end of the habitable zone but still pleasant. The relatively small colonized area offered several ocean-side cities with spectacular surfing waters, so tourism was a mainstay of the fledgling planetary economy.

The Protectorate may have been keeping rumours about the Chron quiet, but security was on edge. Docking officials double-checked every ID sig and document, and an air of watchfulness hung over the docking station like a pall of smoke.

Baden rolled his eyes. “What are they expecting? That we might be Chron in disguise? Kind of hard to cover up those bone crests, I would have thought.”

“They’re just nervous,” Maja said. “Rumours get everyone stirred up, but they don’t know what to do about it.”

“Well, maybe they could find something a little more sensible to do with all that nervous energy,” Baden grumbled. “If they get the docks all tied up in red tape, they’ll have more than just the Chron to worry about.”

There was another message from Taso waiting for Maja when we downloaded the deliverable-in-proximities. I saw it on the list, but decided I’d wait this time before mentioning it to her, let her come to me about it if she wanted. I didn’t want her to feel I was prying.

And Rei had a message from Gerazan Soto, whom we’d just left back on FarView after our Corvid-space foray. I couldn’t resist teasing her a little.

“He couldn’t wait to talk to you again, apparently,” I said. “But have you told your mother about him yet?” Rei had confided to me a while back that her mother would be horrified if Rei ended up in a long-term relationship with someone other than an Erian, or in a marriage that hadn’t been arranged according to Erian custom.

“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” Rei replied with a careless shrug. “I’ll tell her, when and if it becomes necessary. I hear there’s a shopping complex near the docking station. Maja and I were going to go and check it out while they’re unloading the cargo. Want to come?”

I shook my head. “No, thanks, you two go on. I’ve got some things to do here.”

While we’d been talking, I’d noticed the yellow message light on my datapad begin to blink. That meant I had a message of my own waiting, and I thought it might be from Lanar or Mother. I was doomed to be disappointed. It was from Alin Sedmamin, the Chairman of PrimeCorp himself and my old nemesis. But it wasn’t a DIP, it was realtime, which meant he had to be here in the Mu Cassiopeia system, too. That was strange. I’d never encountered him anywhere but on Earth. It was also marked high priority. I had no love for Sedmamin after everything he’d put me and my family through in the past, but I had to admit I was curious. I hadn’t heard a word from him since he’d sent Jahelia Sord to cause trouble for me, and she’d ended up on my side—at least, sort of. I wondered if he was calling to chew me out for ruining his operative. I took a moment to compose myself and then opened the comm link.

“Saluton, Chairman,” I said politely. “How can I help you today?”

Sedmamin didn’t look good; even worse than the last time I’d seen him. He’d lost weight, but not in a good way. His skin hung in loose folds around his face, a pale greyish colour that looked anything but healthy. Deep, dark bags sagged under his eyes, and his washed-out blond hair was unkempt. Perhaps the rumours that he’d been taking heat for PrimeCorp’s current troubles were true.

“Captain Paixon, I need to speak with you,” he said without preamble. There was none of his usual insincere heartiness. I almost thought he looked—frightened.

“We’re speaking. About what?”

He licked his lips. “Can we meet? I’d like to ensure this is a private conversation.” He glanced away from the screen, to one side and then over his shoulder, like a character in a holovid. I’d never seen Sedmamin like this, unsure and almost paranoid. It made me uneasy.

“Where are you?” I asked. “You must be in Mu Cass system somewhere since we’re realtime.”

He nodded. “I’m on Cengare, same as you. Please, Captain—Luta—I’ll meet you anywhere you want.”

Of the many attempts Alin Sedmamin had made to cajole me into meeting him, it had always been on his terms, on his turf, and, even when he wouldn’t admit it, for his gain. Now he just sounded desperate. I didn’t think it was any kind of a ploy. Sedmamin had never been a good actor.

I still hesitated to invite him onto my ship, though.

“We’re docked at Havernough, and I hear there’s a shopping complex nearby. I could meet you there sometime today or tomorrow, but I can’t stay longer—”

“I know it,” he said eagerly. “An hour from now?”

Dio! He had to be right here in the same city, or just outside it.

“Okej.” The absurdity of the situation hit me. “Chairman, are you sure you can’t just tell me what this is about?”

He looked directly into the screen then, intense and worried. “It’s about things that have gotten out of my control,” he hissed. Suddenly he flashed a grim smile, one I thought was genuine. “I know we’ve had our differences, but strangely enough, you’re currently about the only person I trust.”

If that was true, he must be in even worse shape than he looked. “All right then, an hour, at the main entrance,” I said.

He nodded and closed the connection. I spent a minute wondering what the hell was happening, then got up to go and find out.

 

I FOUND HIRIN on the bridge, playing around with configurations for some of the new weapons systems he’d installed. When I told him I was going to meet Alin Sedmamin at the shopping centre, he just stared at me.

“I know what all those words mean,” he said slowly, “but not when you use them together like that. You’re going where? To meet who?”

“Very funny.” I sat down in a skimchair beside him and quickly sketched my conversation with the PrimeCorp chairman. “I don’t know details yet, but Sedmamin’s in some kind of trouble.”

“Good,” Hirin said with a snort. “That actually makes me very happy. I want Sedmamin to be in trouble. The more, the better, as far as I’m concerned. He’s caused you—caused us—enough of it.”

I sighed. “I know. But I’m awfully curious to know what it’s about.”

“This could be a trick. I don’t trust that man as far as I could jettison him out an airlock.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “I know, I know. I don’t trust him, either. But I honestly think he’s scared of something. And I want to know what.” I leaned back in my chair, letting the servos massage my back. The hum of the tiny motors was soothing. “I can’t think of any reason he’d try to trick me into meeting him now. Mother’s released her data onto the public nets. If it’s about what we saw in Otherspace—”

“Are we really calling it ‘Otherspace’?”

I stuck out my tongue at him. “Until someone comes up with something better, yes. If it’s about what we saw there, our statements are already on record with the Protectorate.”

“Maybe they want to bully or threaten us into recanting.”

“It’s a little late for that. And why would they take a chance on making things worse?”

“Maybe they think we’re not telling everything, and they want to torture you to find out.”

I rolled my eyes. “Slightly melodramatic, even for PrimeCorp, don’t you think?”

Hirin fixed a very husbandly eye on me. “Well, you’re not going alone.”

“I had no intention of it, don’t worry. It’s only a matter of deciding who to take with me. Rei and Maja have already gone over there, although it’s just to shop.”

“Don’t spoil their fun. I can go,” he volunteered, but I shook my head.

“You’re busy here already. And I’m not altogether sure I can trust you not to come barging in if you imagine something’s going wrong.”

“You wound me,” he said mildly.

“I’ll ask Baden. He’s good at being inconspicuous. Not that you aren’t,” I added, holding up a hand to forestall the protest I knew would follow. Hirin likes to think he’s at least competent at just about anything. Honestly, he’s probably right.

He grinned. “I’m okay with you taking Baden. I know he’ll look out for you. Just remember I’ll be waiting with bated breath to find out what Sedmamin wants with you.”

I kissed him. “I can’t wait to find that out myself,” I told him, and went to collect my communications officer.

Baden and I walked to the shopping centre, since it was near the spaceport and Sedmamin had given me lots of time to get there. In this sun-drenched city, I’d left my jacket on the ship, and the heat felt lovely on my bare arms. I wished I’d changed out of long pants, as well. The locals and visitors on the tree-lined boulevard appeared to be in full vacation mode, strolling and chatting in brightly-coloured beachwear. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt that relaxed. Hirin and I would have to get that vacation soon.

Baden walked in silence beside me, which was unlike him. He tended more to the chatty side than the strong, silent type.

“How’s everything with Maja?” I asked him, since we rarely had a chance to talk one-on-one lately. Mainly because he was always with my daughter, so I suspected I knew the answer, but I like my crew to feel that I’m interested in their lives. And honestly, I wondered if she’d told him about the message from Taso. I wanted to ask, but if she hadn’t, that would be disastrous.

He kept his eyes ahead, strangely impassive, but said, “Perfect, from my perspective. Unless you know something I don’t.”

I glanced at him, willing him to turn and meet my eyes. He did, after a moment, and I asked, “What is it?”

He shrugged. “I know she got a message from Taso.”

I took his arm and leaned close to his ear. “She’s not in love with him anymore, you know.”

He flashed me a grin then, although it didn’t touch his eyes. “Marriage—it’s a pretty strong bond. All that shared history? Wouldn’t do to discount one too easily.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I spent a lot of years away from Maja, but honestly, I don’t think she’s ever been happier.”

“Part of that is because the rift between you two is healed,” he said. “I think that bothered her more than she’d ever even admit to herself.”

“That’s good, then.” I studied him. “But what happened to that ladies’ man who used to work my communications board?”

He snorted a laugh as we skirted around a Vilisian mother with a child in a hovercart. “Don’t rub it in, Captain. This is all your fault, anyway.”

“My fault?”

“She’s your daughter,” he said, as if that explained everything.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. “Don’t worry too much, okay?”

“We have enough to worry about as it is,” he said with a wry smile.

“Ain’t that the truth,” I told him, and released his arm. I was supposed to be going to this meeting alone, after all. If Sedmamin was watching, I didn’t want to make it too easy for him.

We returned to a comfortable silence the rest of the way, then entered the shopping centre separately. I just went on ahead and let Baden work it whatever way he wanted. Although I expected Viss would have more experience with this kind of thing, I trusted Baden to handle it. He knew my history with Sedmamin and PrimeCorp and appreciated the possible—if remote—implications of the meeting.

I didn’t see Sedmamin inside, so I crossed to a huge luminescent fountain in the middle of the lobby and waited. The building was mid-afternoon busy, with shoppers obviously on their way home from work mingling with tourists, off-duty Protectorate types, and family groups. The crowd was mostly human or human-origin colonists, although I spotted a few gliding Vilisians and lightly bouncing Lobors in the crowd. Glowing e-boards descended from the ceiling, ads cycling through various pitches as different shoppers passed beneath them. The boards read data from their ID chips and served ads accordingly. A family got ads for toys, office workers saw the latest in datapads and implants, soldiers were reminded of deals in restaurants and other entertainment venues. Curious, I wandered over to one to see what it would show me. I got several ads for clothing stores and one for a hair stylist. I tried not to take it personally.

Sedmamin showed up then, appearing across the wide corridor and beckoning to me to join him. I was shocked by how thin he looked. It was more obvious in person than over the vidscreen. His dark blue business biosuit looked baggy and ill-cut, although it must have been expensively tailored when he bought it. His skin still looked grey, even worse under the pale, flickering light from the adboards. I took a quick scan of the area, just trying to be careful, but I really didn’t see anything that made me nervous. I crossed to meet him, weaving through the flow of hurrying shoppers as I went.

“Thank you for coming,” he said briefly, although to my relief he didn’t make any move to shake my hand or take my arm. It was difficult for me to come to terms with the notion that Alin Sedmamin was anything less than an annoyance, if not an outright enemy. “Shall we talk over a caff?”

“Sure,” I said, and we made our way down the mall, threading our way through busy shoppers to a cafe. I didn’t look around for Baden. I knew he’d be around, blended inconspicuously into the crowd.

“I’m sure you didn’t come alone, Captain,” Sedmamin said, as if he had read my mind.

“You’re familiar with my prudent nature,” I said with a smile.

“I would have expected nothing less,” he said. “Although I assure you it wasn’t necessary. I have much more pressing concerns than your bioscavengers now.”

“I won’t say I’m glad to hear it, since those concerns are obviously causing you some distress,” I answered, matching the formality of his tone.

He didn’t answer right away, since we’d reached the cafe. It was open to the main corridor of the mall and had an upper level, festooned with artificial greenery, where one could enjoy their beverage while shoppers passed beneath them. Plenty of the tables up above sat empty, so we each brought our own drink and headed up there. Sedmamin climbed the steps ahead of me like an old man, carefully and hyperaware of the danger of tripping.

Settled at a small round table with a recently-wiped imitation-wood surface, I took a sip of caff and asked, “Okej, Chairman, I’m ready to hear why you wanted to talk to me.” I managed not to grimace. The caff was horrible, somehow managing to be both watery and bitter at the same time.

“It’s painful for me to say this, but I need your help, Captain,” Sedmamin confessed, after sampling his own drink. He didn’t look anymore pleased with it than I was with mine.

I didn’t say anything, just raised my eyebrows for him to continue.

“I’d like you to believe that I misjudged Dores Amadoro when I gave her the authority to deal with you,” he said first. “She was completely out of control and not acting under any sort of instruction from me.”

I didn’t believe that, but nodded anyway. Amadoro wasn’t a problem for me any longer, so why argue about her? “Okej.”

“And I also want to state that I had no knowledge of any PrimeCorp dealings with the Chron.” He regarded me intently, watching for my reaction.

Merde! Was he admitting it? That PrimeCorp had secretly been in collaboration with humanity’s greatest threat? I tried to keep the surprise out of my face. “But you’ve become aware of it now?”

He held up a hand. “I’ve become aware of rumours to that effect—all right, perhaps more than rumours,” he added when he saw my face. “I have no personal knowledge, so I can’t confirm or deny anything.”

“It’s a pretty important thing for the Chairman not to know about,” I said carefully, wrapping my hands around my warm mug. The inside of the mall was a chilly contrast to the heat outside.

“You’re completely right about that. I do take some responsibility, because I believe it was my . . . er . . . views on certain situations . . . that made others believe the Chron could be used to our ends.”

I suspected he meant his previous obsession with my mother’s research data and my own nanotechnological secrets, but I let it pass. I wasn’t here to antagonize him over past problems. If he had anything to say about the Chron, I wanted to hear it.

“But now,” he went on, “there are elements within the corporation who are trying to cover their own misdeeds.” He leaned toward me, his pale brown eyes dark and serious despite the sagging skin around them. “To put it bluntly, they want me to go down for this.”

“You wield substantial power as Chairman,” I noted. “There must be some people who would continue to back you.”

He glanced around the café, as if he thought he might have been followed. “There’s been an internal power struggle at PrimeCorp for years now. Various factions, trying to promote their own interests. It’s the way the corporations work. It starts out small; someone has a project they’d like to see go ahead. They start rounding up support for it. Looking to cut funding to someone else’s project, or get ahead of them in the timeline. The internal structure of the corporation fragments; there’s no longer a common good or a common goal. Just infighting and backroom deals.” He sighed. “Eventually it reaches the highest levels, if it didn’t start there. If it’s splintered enough, there are entire cadres working at cross-purposes. And then everyone starts to think that if someone else were Chairman—”

“There’d be a better chance to promote their own agenda,” I finished for him. It did explain some things I’d wondered about in the past, like how sometimes the left hand of PrimeCorp didn’t seem to know what the right hand was doing.

“There are enough factions now that want me out,” he said simply. “There’s no avoiding it.”

“And they’re not offering a nice fat retirement package? A golden handshake and a titanium datapad?”

He pinched his lips together. “Hardly. The best way to get me out is to make me take the fall for everything the corporation has done wrong lately. Or ever. Some of the things I’ll be accused of will probably date back to before I was born,” he said bitterly, “but they’ll still argue that I knew about it and am to blame.”

I took another tentative drink of my caff. It hadn’t improved. “I still don’t see how I can help you, though.”

“I want to get to a friend I have on Nellera,” he said.

“Why would that be a problem? Surely, you’re free to move around Nearspace however you want,” I said. “You’re here, after all.”

“I’m here with the clothes I’m standing up in,” he said wearily, “and a small bag at a hotel. They don’t just want me out of PrimeCorp. They want me ruined—or even conveniently dead, because then I can’t argue my case. I’m what you would call ‘on the run’. I have funds I can access in the future, but I won’t risk doing that until I’m in a secure location.” His lips twitched in distaste.

“So, you want me to somehow help you get to this friend, along with, I’m assuming, some of your worldly possessions.” He started to say something, but I said, “Just wait, you can finish explaining that part in a minute. What I really want to know is, why do you think I would help you now? You have to admit you’ve made my life unpleasant for a long time.”

And unpleasant was an understatement. He’d hounded me, tricked me, infected me with a virus, had me kidnapped and knocked out, almost caused an irreparable rift between me and Maja, might have been responsible for the virus that had made Hirin sick and confined to a nursing home for so many years, and set Jahelia Sord on my tail. Granted, some of those things could have been initiated by other people in the corporation; I couldn’t be sure he was the driving factor behind all of them. But I knew he’d had his fingers in enough to make me question again why I was sitting here talking to him.

But I knew the answer well enough. Damne curiosity.

“I’ll grant you that, if you’ll believe it was all just business.” He grinned crookedly. “Nothing personal—although you were damned aggravating at times.”

“It’s always personal, or it should be,” I said. “And I take some comfort in knowing that I got under your skin. But that’s irrelevant. I still want to know why you think I would help you now.”

His eyes narrowed, and I saw a glimpse of the manipulative man I’d always known him to be. “Because I have information your brother the Admiral would very much like to have. And the only way I’ll divulge it—the only way I can get it—is if you help me. You, and Jahelia Sord, and that very competent crew of yours.”

I sat back in my chair, letting my fingertips play with the handle of my mug. “My brother is not exactly one of your biggest fans either. You’d have to have something . . . exceptional . . . for him to even want to speak with you.”

One side of his mouth stretched up as if it wanted to scratch his cheek. “I know that. Your family and I have simply had the misfortune to be on opposite sides of a shared interest. But that’s behind us.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I know it had to be Jahelia Sord who took some files from PrimeCorp; I know she handed them over to your brother, or at least to you. No-one at PrimeCorp has figured out how they were leaked yet, and it’s driving them crazy. They’re in the hands of the Protectorate now, but with that illegal provenance they won’t be of any useful effect. They won’t be admissible in legal proceedings and the Protectorate must hate that. They’ll be desperate at being unable to act on them.”

“And you’re willing to help the Protectorate against PrimeCorp now? That’s a remarkable shift in loyalties.”

His voice dipped almost to a snarl. “They have no loyalty to me; why should they have mine? If I don’t do this, I’m going down, Captain—a very long way down. I don’t think I deserve it, and I’m willing to do anything to avoid it.”

The desperation in his eyes was an almost palpable thing. Apparently, rising to the top of PrimeCorp was not an achievement that came without dangers. “Well, what do you have to offer my brother?”

He studied me with narrowed eyes for a moment. “You’re willing to help me?”

Every ounce of sense I had was telling me to walk away and leave Sedmamin sitting here in his sagging clothes and the ruins of his career. But if I could help Lanar—and Nearspace, too—maybe it was worth putting up with Sedmamin for a little while. It was satisfying to know that he’d lost the power to intimidate or hurt me.

I kept my face neutral and shrugged. “I might be. I’m not expecting you to spill everything to me, but I have to know you’ve actually got something that Lanar would want.”

“Only—everything,” he said, just above a whisper. “Everything PrimeCorp knows about the Chron. Everything they’re planning now. All those files Jahelia Sord took and more—but from a legitimate source, a whistle-blower, who can still obtain them legally and turn them over to the Protectorate.” He sat back and tapped his chest. “Me.”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak. “I thought you said you didn’t know anything about PrimeCorp’s involvement with the Chron?”

“Oh, I didn’t—at the time. Trust me, since I’ve seen which way the wind is blowing, I’ve made it my business to dig deep into everything while I still had access to it.”

“And all that information is—?”

“Back on Earth,” he said. “It’s all together. The things I want, and the things your brother will want.”

“Convenient,” I said.

He shrugged. “I didn’t get to be chairman of PrimeCorp without learning a few things.” He drank off the rest of his caff and grimaced. It surely hadn’t improved by growing cold. “So?”

“You didn’t think of just turning your information over to the Protectorate in the interests of avoiding a war with the Chron and maybe saving lives?” I asked him.

“I could do that,” he agreed. “But the way I see it, I’m fighting for my life, here, too. If you help me, it benefits everyone.”

“Uh-huh.” I stood. “Well, I’ll take it to Lanar. How can I reach you?”

“I’ll get back to you. I think I’m going to FarView station, but I may end up on Rhea or Renata, instead. How long before you’ll have an answer for me?”

“Not sure. Lanar shipped out on a mission a few days ago, so I’m not sure where he is,” I said. I wasn’t telling Sedmamin that Lanar might be in Otherspace, trying to retrieve Yuskeya and the others. Let him sweat a bit if I couldn’t get in touch with my brother right away. I turned to go.

“Captain?”

“What?”

“You wouldn’t think of just helping me in the interests of maybe saving my life?” he asked, the wry grin on his face making it clear that he was deliberately echoing my own words.

Briefly I thought back to everything Sedmamin and his minions had done to make my life miserable, and the decades they’d chased my mother from one end of Nearspace to the other, simply because she had ethics and they didn’t.

Only for a few seconds. “Nope,” I said, “I can’t seem to work up much interest in that.” And I left him.

 

I DIDN’T HAVE any intention of sending a message to Lanar, because he’d left two days previously for the Corvid system. What I did want was a chance to think about Sedmamin’s offer, and I didn’t mind the idea of Alin Sedmamin having to cool his heels in some poky little motel room for a while. I guess that was mean, but I can live with myself. Baden rejoined me when I reached the mall entrance, appearing magically out of the crowd. We pushed outside. The breeze had kicked up, but it was still warmer out here than inside the mall.

Baden said, “That man does not look well. What did he want?”

I shook my head. “He really doesn’t. He offered me a job, but I have to give it some thought.”

Baden raised his eyebrows, but didn’t press me for anything more. I knew the curiosity must be killing him, but I wasn’t ready to talk about the whole crazy idea just yet.

Back at the Tane Ikai, I went looking for Hirin. I found him in the galley, having apparently finished whatever machinations he’d been up to with the weapons systems, and rewarding himself with some cinnamon pano and tea. I pulled a mug of double caff for myself and took the last slice of pano.

Hirin watched me with his eyebrows raised, waiting for the report.

“Let’s talk in our quarters,” I told him, picking up my plate and cup, and he followed me down the corridor. I settled at the desk and he sat in the big armchair, setting his mug on the corner of the desk.

“Must have been quite the discussion,” he observed.

“I just need to talk this through with you before anyone else hears about it,” I said. “I didn’t see it coming, I’ll tell you that.”

“Don’t keep me in suspense.”

“Alin Sedmamin wants to hand over information to Lanar. Information about PrimeCorp and the Chron. Everything.”

Hirin just stared at me. It wasn’t often I made him speechless.

“It’s true,” I said, after a sip of caff. “PrimeCorp has decided that heads must roll, and Sedmamin’s is the first head scheduled for the block. But he’s got other ideas.”

“He’s getting back at them by going to the Protectorate? I don’t know how much trust they’ll put in anything that comes via that route.” Hirin was frowning now, his snack all but forgotten.

“It’s not exactly that. He wants a favour from me, and he’ll give them everything PrimeCorp has regarding the Chron—past and present—in exchange. He says he didn’t know the contact with the Chron was even happening now.”

“And you believe him?”

I snorted. “Hardly. But I think whatever he’s going to turn over—it’s probably genuine. He really wants this favour.”

“Which is?”

“He wants us to get him to Earth and help him retrieve his personal stuff, then get him away safely again. He has a place to go to ground, and funds he can access from there. He’s not planning to lie down and die just because some of the factions at PrimeCorp want him to take a fall.”

Hirin pursed his lips. “Sounds tricky—probably even dangerous. Why did he come to you with this?”

I’d been wondering the same thing, and I thought maybe I had an answer. I nibbled at my pano. “He obviously needs us to get whatever he’s after. If it was easy he’d do it himself. And no-one at PrimeCorp is going to suspect me or the Tane Ikai of helping him.” I shrugged. “Maybe all those years I spent avoiding him has given him a rather inflated notion of what we’re capable of.”

“Whatever his notion is, I’m sure it’s not inflated,” Hirin said with a half-smile. “You’ve run circles around PrimeCorp more than once, and we’ve got the crew for backup. Look how they pulled you and Maja out of that warehouse on Rhea. That’s probably exactly the kind of thing he’s thinking about.”

“Well, I hope we’ll be able to pull it off. The Protectorate needs all the information they can get on the Chron.”

Hirin seemed to remember his tea and took a long drink, then followed it with a bite of bread. He chewed reflectively. “The Protectorate could probably squeeze it out of Sedmamin anyway,” he mused. “Turn Sedmamin over to them, and we wouldn’t have to do anything beyond that. If it’s important militarily—”

“I know, but he says he actually doesn’t have the information, and I believe him. It’s all in the files, still on Earth. And they’d have a stronger case with the files as evidence, anyway.”

“Sedmamin’s cagey. You say you believe him, but can you trust him?”

I smiled. “I don’t trust him, not entirely. But I wouldn’t feel right just turning him over to the Protectorate. He did come to me for help. It would be like I’d sunk to his level.”

Hirin chewed his lip a moment, obviously thinking it over. “I don’t like this if it’s going to put you—or any of us—in danger. You know PrimeCorp has lost whatever scruples it might once have had.”

“None better, and I don’t think they had any to start with—at least, not at the executive level. But we’ll be careful. And it would be so nice to be able to hand this to Lanar when he gets back with Yuskeya and the others.”

“You won’t wait and discuss it with him?”

I sighed. “I don’t mind making Sedmamin sweat a bit, but we don’t know when Lanar will be back. And if PrimeCorp really is after him, time could be short.” I didn’t want to tell Hirin the other reason I didn’t want to wait for Lanar’s blessing—he might think it was too dangerous, and say no.

Hirin nodded, then leaned back in the armchair and sighed. “Well, I don’t love the idea, but whatever you wanted from me, permission or advice, I guess you’ve got it. When did you tell him you’d have an answer?”

“I didn’t. He’s gone to FarView—at least that’s what he said; it could have been a cover for all I know. He said he’d get back in touch with me. With luck, it could be done by the time Lanar gets back from Otherspace.”

Hirin grinned and snapped off a brisk salute, Protectorate-style. “Very well, Captain. I guess you’re back in the Protectorate’s service again. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a commission? I’m sure your brother could arrange it.”

I grimaced. “Merde, don’t put it that way. You know better than anyone that I was never cut out for the military, and I’m far too set in my ways to change now. Let’s just say I’m doing my civic duty and leave it at that.”

“That’ll do. I learned long ago not to argue with my better half.”

“If only that were true.”

His face went suddenly solemn, worry lines tightening at the corners of his eyes. “Luta—we do have to be careful, though. I don’t trust Sedmamin. This could be part of something bigger. He could be playing us.”

I got up and went around to sit on my husband’s lap, putting my arms around his shoulders. “If you’d seen him, I don’t think you’d say that. If he’s acting, it’s the most convincing performance I’ve ever seen.” I kissed his cheek. “But we’ll be careful, yes. And Nearspace isn’t big enough for Sedmamin to hide if he’s playing me for a fool.”

Then I steeled myself and went to tell the crew what I’d gotten us into this time.

 

WE COULDN’T MAKE any money hanging around on Cengare waiting to hear from Sedmamin again, so I decided to take a couple of cargo jobs for FarView. If I didn’t hear from Sedmamin there, I could always bring a quick cargo back to the Mu Cassiopeia system—it was only one skip and the in-system times were reasonably short—and drop in on my mother on Kiando. The crew could have a bit of downtime and then we’d head back to the station to wait for word from Sedmamin. It would all be a good distraction to keep me from worrying about Lanar, Viss, and Yuskeya, and we shipped out a day later with two cargo pods full. 

We’d just made it through the wormhole into Delta Pavonis when the pirates hit us.

I’ve said before that piracy isn’t unheard of in Nearspace, but it isn’t all that common, either. Uncommon enough that for years I hadn’t carried a single weapon outfitted on the Tane Ikai. We kept a well-stocked weapons locker, it was true, but that was only prudent, and most of the time what started out in the locker was still in it at the end of the run. Times had changed. I certainly hadn’t expected trouble this close to a busy wormhole, where ship traffic was frequent and regular.

Rei and Baden were on the bridge when it happened, and the rest of us were having supper.

“Captain,” Rei said over the comm circuit, her voice crisp and businesslike, “You might want to have a look at this. Incoming ship, possibly not friendly.”

“Please tell me it isn’t Chron,” I said as I got up from the table, before I could help myself. Maja gave me a worried look, and I tried to laugh it off as a bad joke, but I could tell from her eyes that she wasn’t buying it.

“No, it’s definitely a Nearspace ship,” Rei said. “But they’re—merde!”

“What is it?” I ran down the corridor to the bridge, speaking into my implant. The others were right behind me.

“They fired a warning shot across our bow, Captain,” Rei said, the anger in her voice humming like a room full of bees.

I didn’t bother responding, since everyone knew what they needed to be doing as we arrived at the bridge. Baden was already at the communications console, his fingers flying over the screen, looking for chatter. If the raiders signaled us at all, he’d find it. Hirin went straight to the empty console we’d converted into a “weapons station” and began tapping things on the screen. Maja slid into the navigation station, looking pale. I wished Viss were here to run drive checks, but since he wasn’t, I did that.

“You’ve got full maneuvering, burst drive ready to go when you need it, Rei,” I said. “Baden, anything on the comm?”

He shook his head. “They seem to be content with body language,” he said, as another torp skimmed past the nose of the Tane Ikai.

“I’m getting annoyed with these people. Hirin, let’s send our own message, shall we?”

“No problem, Captain,” he said, and I felt the deep bass thump from the bottom of the ship as the torpedo launched. It didn’t hit, wasn’t intended to, but skimmed close enough that I saw the shields on the vessel flash.

“Nice shooting. Baden, send a keep-away message, would you? Let’s make it perfectly clear that we’re not putting up with their shenanigans.”

“I have the drive signature,” Maja said. “Running it through the database now.”

“Message coming through. I’ll put it on the ship’s comm.”

“—to see you again, Captain Paixon,” a voice said. “Don’t worry, the torps were just my little joke.”

That voice I recognized only too well, as did everyone else on the bridge. Hirin met my gaze and rolled his eyes. Rei threw her hands up in the air and sat back in her skimchair. The smaller ship maneuvered to drift alongside the Tane Ikai, matching our trajectory.

I sat back in my chair, worry evaporating as annoyance took its place. “I didn’t catch all of that, but I’m not sure it’s a pleasure to encounter you, Jahelia Sord. I’m still miffed that you left without saying goodbye. And with more in your pockets than I’d expected.”

She chuckled, her voice coming over the speaker low and throaty. “I did leave you everything, too, Captain. Well, almost. I couldn’t bring myself to make a copy of Pita. She’s one of a kind.”

“Did you know that the data from the Corvid datachip was corrupted when you copied it?” I asked icily. “Or did you do that on purpose to the copy you left me?”

There was a brief silence on her end, and then she said, all trace of humour gone, “No, I didn’t know that. To be honest, I haven’t looked at the one I . . . have. Please believe me, Captain. I left you that copy in good faith.”

The damnable part of it was, I did believe her. “All right, so what brings you into my path today?”

This time the pause went on for so long I wondered if she was still there.

“Sord? Did you fall asleep on me?”

“I’m still here. This might seem like an odd question, but have you heard from Alin Sedmamin lately?”

Well, that was a surprise. I crossed my arms reflexively. “Not working for PrimeCorp again, are you, Sord?”

“No, definitely not. But Sedmamin has left me a rather odd message—just a static deliverable-in-proximity. I haven’t talked to him. I wondered if he might have contacted you, too.”

I met Hirin’s gaze and raised my eyebrows. He shrugged.

“In fact, I have heard from him. What does he want from you?”

She sighed loudly enough that I heard it over the comm. “He wants his ship back, for one thing. However, he’s going to be disappointed there. I seem to have lost the Hunter’s Hope, but I picked this one up for a song on Vele.”

I looked a question at Maja. She whispered, “This one is registered as Shadow’s Eclipse. Drive sig is slightly different from her other ship, but it’s probably the same one.”

“Looks like a different ship to me,” I said, because when it came down to it, I still liked Jahelia Sord better than I did Alin Sedmamin. “Although of course I couldn’t swear to it.”

“Of course,” she agreed, and I sensed the grin behind her words.

“So, what else does Sedmamin want?” I asked Jahelia Sord, because she hadn’t really answered that. I wasn’t quite ready to tell her about my own conversation with Sedmamin.

“Good question. He wants to talk, said if I could meet him on FarView Station, he could make it worth my while.”

“But you didn’t want to meet him without checking in with me first? I appreciate that, Sord.”

I thought she was grinning again. “He did say he’d broken ties with PrimeCorp, if that made any difference to me, and he asked if I had any idea where you are or how to get in touch with you. Says it’s a matter of life and death.”

“Sedmamin always liked to lay it on thick,” I said. “Did he mention whose life?”

“No.” She hesitated. “But he didn’t sound like himself. You know that arrogance you could always practically smell coming off him? Gone. He sounded—well, just a little bit desperate. Maybe even scared.”

“What do you plan to do?”

There was a pause again. “I’ll admit I’m curious about the whole thing. You’re about the last person I’d expect Sedmamin to turn to if he really needs help. I messaged back that his best bet was to leave you a DIP same as he did for me.”

I really did appreciate Jahelia Sord’s decision to track me down before contacting Sedmamin. I’d asked her not to deal with PrimeCorp, and she seemed to be taking her promise not to do so seriously.

“We’re headed for FarView, if you want to tag along,” I told her. “It might be interesting to see what Sedmamin has in mind. Get in touch with me there once you’re settled.”

“See you on the station, then,” Sord said. “Say hi to Gramps for me.”

I caught Hirin’s eye roll at Jahelia’s “pet name” for him, as the little ship broke off from formation and pulled ahead of us. I had no doubt she was headed for FarView. But Jahelia Sord was not one to “tag along.”

 

 


Chapter 7 – Lanar 
Into Otherspace

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ALTHOUGH LUTA AND others had described it to me, I’d never skipped through the wormhole into Woodroct’s Star. The system, discovered by the Protectorate, connected Nearspace to the Corvid system Luta and her crew had been the first to report back from. Although Luta and her crew had devised a naming protocol for the systems they’d passed through on their roundabout way back to Nearspace, the common name was already in circulation in the Protectorate. It would eventually be formalized, in honour of the Admiral who’d lost his life, his crew, and his vessel in the first known Chron attack in a century and a half. I sombrely noted as much in the logs, as we passed through.

I also noted the unchanged state of the original wormhole from Delta Pavonis into this system, the one that had been severely damaged by a Corvid particle weapon. It glowed a deep crimson as if a fire burned in its depths, occasionally spitting sparks. Brief, lightning-like flashes arced between the sides like pale bridges for superheated plasma to slither across. No-one with any sense would consider it traversable, or want to get close enough to try.

“Let’s give that a nice, wide berth, Commander,” I told Linna Drake.

“Aye, Admiralo,” she confirmed, not taking her eyes from the viewscreen. Her nimble fingers guided the S. Cheswick along our course as casually as if she were strumming a guitar.

I’d invited Viss to join us on the bridge, and he’d found a seat at the secondary communications console, redundant and empty most of the time. He’d been generally quiet, sipping from a steaming mug he’d brought with him from the galley, but now he whistled low. “Doesn’t look anymore inviting than the last time I saw it,” he said. “But the Corvids did say the effects could last for years.”

“I don’t suppose you have any theories about why the Corvid weapon would have that effect on it?” I asked him.

He pursed his lips but shook his head. “I can tell you how a Ford-Roman field works and what it does,” he said, “but beyond that, my understanding of wormhole physics is just about enough to fill this.” He held aloft the mug he’d been drinking from. “And that’s with the caff inside.”

“We’ll leave it for better minds than ours, then,” I said. I was just as pleased not to keep looking at the malevolent-looking, angry red eye of the wormhole.

Once I’d torn my eyes from that, there was plenty else to look at. The star in this system was a faraway, blue-white glow, casting the near side of an adobe-coloured planet into shadow. Closer, a particle cloud hung against the deep velvet backdrop of space, shading though oranges and auburns but flashing a pop of bright purple specularity in the centre. The planet caught several moons in its orbit, one of which I knew was the Chron artifact moon, identifiable by its tiny size. I searched the viewscreen but couldn’t spot it. It must be circling the other side of the planet.

“You have the coordinates for the wormhole into Corvid space?” I asked Commander Drake. It should be only twenty minutes away at our cruising speed.

“Yes, sir.”

“Take us in to about a thousand klicks, then send the preliminary message through,” I said. Our message would be brief. It would let them know we were coming, ask for the coordinates to navigate the protective asteroid field we knew tumbled at the other end of the wormhole, and give my identification both as a Protectorate Admiral and, probably more importantly, as Luta’s brother. With luck they’d respond quickly, because if they didn’t, we might have to risk the passage without their help. We couldn’t sit on this side of the wormhole forever, waiting for a welcome message that might never come.

The asteroid field presented a considerable concern. Although the Cheswick’s shields were ten times the strength of the Tane Ikai’s, we were also a much larger vessel. It would be tricky to navigate safely through the field without the “key” from the Corvids. I was prepared to try shooting our way through with the particle beam, but I wasn’t sure how effective it would be, or how much we might get banged up in the process. I told my sensors officer to log everything he could about the system as we passed through it—there’s no such thing as too much data—and watched for the next wormhole to become discernible on the screen. It remained hidden until we were almost at the thousand-klick limit. At least it had not been turned into a hellmouth like the other one, for which I was fervently grateful. I’d been worried that the Chron could have damaged this one to cut off connections to the Corvid system.

We fetched up at the designated coordinates and Lieutenant Medenez, the comms officer on duty, said, “Permission to send the message through the wormhole, Admiral?”

“Go ahead,” I told him. “All channels open for a reply.”

“Aye, sir.”

And we waited. A minute, then two, with no answer from the Corvids. Linna Drake turned from the pilot’s board to look at me, concern clouding her face. There were any number of reasons the Corvids might not reply, but there were a couple in particular I didn’t want to think about.

“Re-send, in case the asteroids are causing a problem,” I said. “Viss, the station was actually fairly close to that end of the wormhole?”

He nodded. His voice was tight when he answered. “It’ll be visible as soon as we’re through the wormhole and clear the asteroids. Should get a quick response.”

“Send a tracer scan, as well,” I directed. That would normally be a precaution to make sure no other ship was in transit through a wormhole, but in this case, it might tell us if the way beyond was clear or not.

Medenez complied, and we waited only about thirty seconds before he said, “Tracer scan is back. Looks like the wormhole itself is clear, but there’s definitely something on the other side of it.”

“That,” Viss drawled, “would probably be an asteroid. Or several.”

Damne. Just what I didn’t want to hear.

“Thank you, Mr. Medenez.”

We waited in silence for a full ten minutes more without any answer to the comm message. Finally, Linna Drake said, “Admiral, if we’re going through without the asteroid field key, we should divert everything we can to the shields as soon as we clear the wormhole.”

It was one of the few drawbacks of the Ford-Roman system for traversing wormholes that energy shields had to be disabled inside the wormhole. “I’ll switch the shields on myself once we’re through,” I told her. “You’ll be busy flying us and nav will be looking at the asteroids, too.” Luta had told me the tale of how she and Rei had navigated these same asteroids by working in tandem from the two pilot’s boards, but I didn’t think that would work with a much larger Pegasus-class cruiser. Fortunately, Linna Drake was one of the most competent pilots I’d encountered in the Protectorate. She flew a ship through some strange synergy between herself and the vessel. I couldn’t explain it, but I did trust it.

“Admiral, if I might,” Viss said. “I can switch on the shields. Why don’t you keep yourself free to assess whatever we find on the other side?”

I grinned. “Don’t trust me, Mr. Feron?”

“I just like to be useful,” he said, grinning back, and I transferred the controls he’d need to his console.

“Send it one more time,” I told Medenez. “We’ll wait five more minutes for a reply. Commander Drake, alert engineering that we’ll be switching the shields to full as soon as we exit the wormhole. I want a Level 2 brownout in effect so there’s lots of juice available.”

I didn’t really expect an answer from the Corvids now, but I thought we might get third time lucky. But the comm board stayed silent, and so five minutes later, I ordered Drake to take us in to the wormhole.

Skipping through a wormhole is an experience that never grows old, just as sunsets and sunrises never grow old. The swirl of light and colour is breathtaking, its beauty sharp-edged, otherworldly, and dangerous. “A hundred rainbows spinning down a drain,” Luta had once described it to me, and I never skipped without hearing her words. The sensation that always accompanied a wormhole skip was somewhat less pleasant. I’ve heard many people say that it doesn’t affect them, but even after countless skips, I still feel it—a tug on the bottom of my stomach, a silent protest at the back of my eyes. I’m not really complaining. It’s another reminder that after all this time, I’m still alive.

Commander Drake piloted us through with deft fingers, so smoothly that the sense of vertigo was slight. “Coming out of skip,” she said.

“Shields to full,” I said automatically, still engrossed in the play of cosmic forces across the front viewscreen.

Dankas dio, Viss had been right to suggest I might need all my attention on the end of the wormhole. I’d given the shields command, but I wasn’t expecting the bone-shaking impact that waited for us at the end.

 

AS THE IMPACT rattled the ship the viewscreen exploded in a blast of light. The ship yawed starwise. Another impact battered us from that side and I bit the inside of my cheek, hard. I clutched one arm of my chair, shielding my eyes with my other hand as I tasted the hot, coppery tang of blood.

“Fek, fek, fek!”

I heard Linna Drake swear just above a whisper as she fought to right the Cheswick. Nav had been knocked half out of his chair but was snapping low instructions at her. I caught the word asteroids.

“Cut all drives. Weapons, fire particle beams, wide array,” I ordered. “No target, just spread.”

Another impact came from above, and the Cheswick dropped away under me for the space of a few heartbeats. My stomach lurched as the artificial gravity compensated. As the light from the initial explosion faded from the viewscreen, I saw the problem. The asteroids were not moving, and a huge one had been parked almost directly in front of the wormhole’s mouth. We’d barely emerged from the skip when we plowed directly into it, knocking an enormous chunk of the rock free. The explosion had been a combination of the impact and the intense flare of the shields. Now we bounced around between the static chunks of rock and ice like a drunkard trying to navigate an unfamiliar living room.

No wonder the tracer beam had bounced straight back at us. But it hadn’t encountered a phalanx of tumbling asteroids, just a massive one parked in front of the wormhole’s mouth. I mentally smacked myself on the forehead.

“They’re not moving this time,” Viss said. “And they look like they’ve been shot to hell.”

“Reverse thrusters; cut our speed,” I ordered, finally leaving my chair and stumbling over to the auxiliary piloting board. “Commander, I’ll get us slowed down, you deal with evasives.”

“Aye, sir,” she breathed, her hands flying on the board. We still darted forward, smaller impacts sounding and flaring around the ship, but she’d straightened us out and managed to avoid some of the larger obstacles.

Slowly I realized that the asteroid field was not simply static—that wasn’t what Viss meant. As opposed to the orchestrated gauntlet of tumbling boulders, as Luta had described, this was a drifting field of debris. Someone had tried to destroy the asteroids—some had been pulverized almost to dust, while others sported ragged gouges as if a hungry monster had rampaged through, biting and clawing at will.

“Sensors, are you getting all this?” I asked.

“Yes, sir!”

“What happened here?” Linna Drake asked, her voice and hands now steadier as she wove us through the obstructions. The shields still flared, but less intensely, and fewer impacts rattled the ship.

“Someone shot the place up,” I said. “Tried to destroy the whole asteroid field, or at least make it so that the Corvids couldn’t use their technology to form a barrier to the wormhole.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Viss said. Something in his voice made me look up, but his face was impassive.

“So, was it the Corvids? Funny for them to want to shoot up their own defences,” Linna Drake asked.

I glanced at her profile and saw her chew her bottom lip, a sure sign that she was worried or pensive.

“You think any Chron went through that wormhole?” she asked. “If they were the ones who tried to blow it up?”

I drummed my fingers on the edge of the console. “If so, where did they go? We’ve had a patrol on the Nearspace side of the replacement wormhole since before the diplomatic mission went in. No-one’s come out except the Airavata and the Tane Ikai.”

“They could be in the in-between system,” Viss said. “We’ve only been in one small corner of it, after all.”

“True. If they’re there, they must have moved deep in-system, because we didn’t pick them up on scans when we passed through.”

“Coming up on the edge of the debris field,” Drake announced, and we left our musings about the Chron for the time being. A moment later we cleared the last of the shattered and pock-marked asteroid remains and emerged into the clear dark space of the Corvid system. In the distance, a dim orange star threw off heat that would dissipate long before it reached here. Reddish light reflected off an interstellar dust cloud, painted with haphazard brush strokes of sulfurous yellow. There were no planets, at least not in this sector of the system. Only the Corvid station waited for us, dimly lit in the weak reflected sunlight.

I hadn’t seen the station personally before this, but I’d seen images of it from the sensors aboard the Tane Ikai. What waited for us now beyond the edge of the debris field was immeasurably changed from the visuals Luta had brought back. Sweat bloomed cold and damp on the back of my neck and the palms of my hands as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

“Merde,” Viss muttered.

“It didn’t look like this in the pictures I saw,” I said to Viss.

It wasn’t really a question, but he answered. “No, sir. Very different. But it doesn’t look—exactly—like damage.”

Where the station had previously sported gelatinous-looking extrusions or spikes in varying sizes, it was now almost perfectly spherical. It looked more like a small, round moonlet than a station, hanging silent and alone and limned with red light. At first, I’d thought the change had been effected by the Chron forcibly, by somehow shearing off the spikes—but Viss was right. It didn’t have the look of violence—no scorch marks or ragged edges or gaping holes. Considering what Luta had told me about the extreme adaptability of the Corvid environment suits and the malleability of the station itself, it was possible the Corvids had transformed their habitat on purpose.

While it was an interesting consideration, I found that I cared about the answer only insofar as it related to the health and well-being of Andresson, Didkovsky, Summergale, and Yuskeya Blue. The pressing question was only are they all right?

“Keep the shields up, and take us in slowly toward the station,” I ordered. “Medenez, broadcast our intention message, please. Keep it looping unless and until we get a response. Commander, take us on a slow circuit of the station so we can attempt to determine its status.”

The bridge was very quiet as we made our approach to the station and began to move around it. Medenez said nothing, which I assumed meant no reply from the station, but I didn’t want him to tell me that outright. No response could mean there was no-one left to respond.

On closer inspection, it became clear that our first impression had been wrong; the station had suffered massive damage. At intervals around the strangely gelatinous-looking exterior of the uruglat, fractured sections danced with yellow arcs of energy like chain lighting. In some, eyes of xanthous fire burned, shifting variably to white or red. They couldn’t be actual fires, I reasoned—no oxygen to feed them—but they contributed to the overall feeling of desertion and destruction the station engendered. The protrusions the Corvids used to control the asteroid fields didn’t appear to have been sheared off or destroyed. More likely, they’d been drawn or absorbed back into the main body of the station itself.

We had made perhaps a three-quarters circuit of the station when Medenez blurted, “Response from the station coming in, Admiral.”

“Switch it to bridge comm,” I said, trying to keep the profound relief out of my voice.

“—extend our warmest greetings to the brother of Luta Paixon,” a static-riddled voice said. The words were studded with pauses for breath, as if the speaker required more oxygen than was currently available. “We are in distress and recovery mode, but if you will proceed as directed we can offer you reception.”

Medenez looked at me. I nodded.

“This is Admiral Lanar Mahane. We will proceed as directed,” I replied. “Do you have news of our people who were separated from our ships in the Chron attack? We’ve come to take them home.”

There was a long silence before the breathless voice came again. “I will share all I know,” it said finally. “But I must tell you with great sorrow that they are not here.”

 

THE DIRECTIONS TOOK us to a sector of the station where, since we’d passed it a few minutes ago, a large rectangular section had changed—smoothed and flattened, carving a chunk out of the spherical shape. Intermittent flashes of blue light outlined it. It was roughly the size of the Cheswick, although I was slightly mystified about what we were to do with it. There was no spot to set down.

Viss chuckled. “Wait for it.”

The voice came again. “If you will station your ship close to the designated area, I will attempt to offer docking facilities,” the Corvid explained. “Our systems have suffered extensive damage, and I fear we cannot extend the hospitality of a compatible environment inside the uruglat, but if you have suitable mobile enclosures you will be able to move about freely.”

“Mobile enclosures” had to mean enviro suits, of which we naturally had plenty. I fought an urge to tell the Corvid that we’d rather he—or she—simply tell us what had happened so that we could get to wherever the others were. But the Corvids might need our help, too, and they were freshly-acquired allies against the Chron.

I instructed Commander Drake to take us into the position indicated, and once we were there, the station did the thing Luta had described to me. Even having it described didn’t come close to the experience, though. It was . . . stunning, and terrifying, to see it happen. The body of the station flowed and elongated a dark pseudopod toward the ship, enveloping it in inky blackness as it slid and rippled over the viewscreen. Our internal lights didn’t go out, so the darkness was more a feeling than a physical thing. And then we moved—in a way that a ship should not move—until the dark matter flowed away from the viewscreen. We’d been transported to a docking bay.

“Sankta merde!” Medenez breathed.

As soon as we’d stopped moving, I stood from my chair. I’ll admit my legs felt watery, as if I’d been stationary for hours and the muscles had cramped up. “I’m going EVA,” I announced. “Commander Drake, you have the chair, and I’ll have a comm open the entire time I’m off the ship.”

She turned and might have protested, but I held up a hand. “Mr. Feron, Doctor Ahmed, and Lieutenant-Commander Galwan will come with me. I don’t expect we’ll be long, but we have to have this conversation and I want to get an impression of the extent of the damage if I can.”

Viss and I headed for the corridor to the EVA lockers, and I pinged Ahmed and Galwan, my head of security, as we walked. Annicket Galwan reached the lockers before me and had her suit half on when Viss and I arrived. She looked up and gave us a nod, her brown eyes bright with excitement. No-one loved an exploration into the unknown as much as Galwan. She was a tall, well-muscled and agile woman, and wore her dark hair cut in a close military skim. She’d had my back in more than one tight situation in the past, and I could count on her to be level-headed and smart in any crisis. Not that I expected a crisis, but I didn’t take chances.

Doctor Louis Ahmed puffed up as I was closing the front of my suit. Despite being one of the best doctors I’d ever met in the Protectorate or outside it, he tended to skip physical training and exercise sessions, mandated or not, whenever he could plead out of them by saying he was needed in the med bay. Ahmed had a round head atop a rounded body and when he wore an envirosuit, he reminded me of an ambulatory snowman. He carried a medunit and an emergency medkit and set them on a bench with a shake of his head.

“I hope you don’t expect me to treat any of these aliens,” Ahmed said as he pulled an EVA suit from a locker, “even though I brought those along. I can treat humans, Vilisians, and Lobors, but beyond that—”

I held up a hand to placate him. “Don’t worry. I’m told we won’t find our missing people here, so I doubt you’ll need anything, but you’re observant. Just keep your eyes and ears open, okay? Both of you.”

Galwan nodded and gave me a thumbs-up, because she already had the helmet of her suit in place and locked down. Viss was ready to go as well, and he and Galwan went through the partner suit check routine. Ahmed and I hurried to catch up, checked each other, and then we all went out the airlock and into the Corvid station.

Luta had told me about the all-black decor, but I realized as I stood in the docking bay that I’d thought she was exaggerating. Not so. Everything was black, black, and more black. Other than that, it looked like every docking bay I’ve ever stood in, except for one other detail—it also looked like it had been the site of a major earthquake. Some of the walls buckled in a way that made me think they weren’t supposed to be like that, even given the oddness of the station overall. Irregular patches broke the smooth surfaces of walls and floor. I knelt to examine one. It revealed broken arrays of small, hexagonal-shaped discs. They obviously should be seamlessly connected, but holes gaped where sections were missing or discs jumbled in snarled clots. Occasional sparks or rivulets of yellow energy erupted in these damaged areas.

Viss squatted beside me. “That’s not normal,” he confirmed. “Not that I understand ‘normal’ here, but that’s not it.”

“Looks like they took some heavy hits.”

We had only a moment to take in these details before a Corvid hologram materialized near an exit door and beckoned to us. I knew from Luta’s sensor data what they looked like, but I was still struck by the alien’s height. I crossed to the door, Viss at my side and Ahmed and Galwan following behind. The hologram winked out. The door opened when I stretched out a hand to it, sliding into the wall on the left-hand side. Although “sliding” sounds like a mechanical or electronic movement, and this was—not. It gave the impression that the door had been absorbed into the wall, not merely retracted inside it.

Beyond lay a corridor in similar disarray to the docking bay, but traversable. The floor slanted downward away from us and curved in a lazy arc to the right, so we followed it, delving deeper into the station. Glowing rods ran lengthwise down the ceiling of the corridor, providing a muted, organic illumination. The light itself was a pale yellow, warmer than we humans would generally use. At intervals, the damaged hex discs appeared in larger conglomerations, but they didn’t appear to be getting worse. The damage was done, but seemingly under control. Although I had my external mic wide open, the only sound it picked up was the occasional crackle or static-like sound from a damaged section.

After perhaps a minute of careful walking, we fetched up at an apparent dead end, but when we stopped in front of the wall it slid aside as the docking bay door had done. Beyond lay a room about half as large as the docking bay, still resplendent in unrelieved black, but populated with actual Corvids. The room was a control centre, although it lacked the physical screens or consoles one would find on a Nearspace station or ship’s bridge. Instead the Corvids used a technology similar to their hologram representations. From horizontal cylinders on the floor, sheets of blue-white light projected upward, displaying darker blue images and symbols that must be the Corvid language. The Corvids interacted with them by breaking the light pattern in certain spots. I learned one thing that I don’t think any of our ambassadors or diplomats had discovered on their sojourn here—what the Corvids’ hands looked like. By all reports, they had kept their hands hidden during all encounters with our people, inside pockets or folds in the front of the long robes they wore. When asked, they replied that it was merely a cultural tradition in the presence of guests, and naturally the diplomats had not probed further.

Now, though, the crow-like aliens had been forced to set aside the niceties. Few even gave us a glance as we stood in the doorway to the room, so engrossed were they in the task of trying to repair and maintain their station. And none attempted to hide their hands. They extended from open sleeves and had the same sleek, dark colouring visible on the Corvids’ heads, although for some it lightened along the length of the hand. Each hand had three long, bony fingers, thinner and more flexible than human fingers—in fact, they had twice as many joints as ours. The “palm” was much smaller in relation to the length of the fingers, and on either side, a pale, wicked-looking claw curved out and down. The claws were so at odds with the calm, restrained, and polite nature I’d come to associate with the Corvids both from Luta’s encounters with them and the diplomats’ reports, I felt an involuntary spasm clench my gut. A swipe with one of those could open a human throat, I thought, and then wondered what had prompted it. Some instinctive, primal reaction, left over from a more primitive time. I swallowed hard and hoped my face hadn’t shown the obvious recoil I’d felt.

One tall Corvid had turned when the door opened and now glided toward us. At first, I thought it wore a hat, then realized that one side of its head and an eye were completely covered by a thick, coarse bandage. The one visible eye, however, was bright and intense in its gaze. As the alien approached, it tucked its hands away, and I felt a strange relief at the disappearance of those claws.

“Brother of Luta Paixon,” the Corvid said, and inclined its head in a brief bow. “I am Fha, and you are welcome to our sadly damaged uruglat.”

So, this was the Corvid who had helped Luta. Her voice resonated with a sadness so profound it was almost a physical thing. “You have my deep thanks for the help you gave my sister, and we’re sorry to find you in such trouble,” I said. “Can we offer any assistance?”

Yuskeya and the others were my priorities, but it was inconceivable not to offer help to such a voice.

The Corvid inclined her head to me. “We have repairs well underway, thank you. And it is your own people who concern you. We understand.”

I nodded. “You—or someone—told me that they are not here. What happened to them?”

A look passed over Fha’s face—a face so alien that it would be difficult to believe one could identify emotion. But it held a deep and painful distress.

“Come,” she said, and turned back into the room. Her invitation encompassed the group, so the four of us followed as she moved smoothly to a light screen and, keeping her hand partly hidden within her sleeve, poked a long finger into several spots in the display. Moving images replaced the symbols, and although the display was mainly monochromatic, I realized that it was a video representation of the Chron attack. The ships that dove toward the station launching torpedo-like missiles were the same as those the Tane Ikai had recorded. There was no audio.

After several seconds, the playback switched to the interior of the station, and I recognized what must be the figures of Andresson and Didkovsky. They huddled against a dark wall in full Protectorate EVA suits—it could have been anywhere in the station, from what I had seen—and a third figure crouched near them. Summergale, judging by the elongated helmet that accommodated the Lobors’ distinctive head shape. A Corvid stood nearby, interacting with a small light display that sprung from a device it held in a long-fingered hand. Then the scene shuddered violently as the station suffered an impact, and the Corvid staggered and fell hard, one arm twisting unnaturally as it landed. The screen device flew from its hand and smashed into the wall. Summergale made a motion as if to go to the fallen alien, but another EVA-suited figure arrived from off-screen and got there first.

My mouth felt suddenly too dry. Yuskeya. The arm patch on the suit clearly identified it as the Tane Ikai’s.

She helped the injured Corvid sit against one wall. One of its long-fingered, clawed hands hung limply to the floor, but it seemed otherwise all right. Yuskeya and Didkovsky put their helmets together for a brief conversation. The image flickered and re-formed frequently—probably every time the station took a hit. I wondered where, at this point in the scenario, Luta had been. Making for the wormhole, I guessed, and feeling terrible.

Before the trio made any further move, I saw Andresson startle and bump back against the wall. Then five figures moved into the view of the camera, and the discomfort I’d felt at the sight of the Corvid claws was nothing compared to the raw, gut-clenching fear those figures inspired.

A hundred and fifty years hadn’t changed the armour in any significant way, unless it was to make it sleeker and deadlier.

The five newcomers were Chron.

 


Chapter 8 – Luta 
Nothing but Trouble

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WE ARRIVED AT FarView Station without further incident and had the docking technicalities worked out by dinnertime. I told everyone to go off and enjoy some R & R, since there was really nothing to do until Alin Sedmamin contacted me. Well, I assumed Jahelia Sord would track me down to have a chat once she’d looked after docking her own ship. Or PrimeCorp’s ship. You couldn’t convince me that it wasn’t the same one she’d claimed Alin Sedmamin had given her, but it was none of my business. Hirin and I were the only ones who stayed aboard the Tane Ikai. Most of the food businesses in the hub would deliver up to docked ships, so we ordered honest-to-goodness pizza and lounged in the big galley armchairs to eat it. Hirin put one of the FarView music feeds on through the comm system and a soothing instrumental filled the room.

“Dankas dio, it’s actually quiet in here,” Hirin observed. “Why is it that we keep meaning to have a vacation and we never actually do?”

I nodded. “I sometimes think I’d be happy living in less interesting times.”

“Ha! You’d be bored within a week,” Hirin chortled, and I threw a chunk of pizza crust at him.

“It would take at least a month,” I retorted. “Maybe it’s the fault of the crew. Did we get into this much trouble when it was just the two of us flying this thing around?”

“I think we did,” Hirin said around another bite of pizza. “But we were younger and better able to handle it then.”

“Speak for yourself, old man.”

“I am, darling.”

We ate in contented silence for a few moments, but with so much weighing on our minds, it couldn’t last. “I checked in with Regina Holles, but Lanar’s not back yet,” I told Hirin. “I wonder where he is? And if he’s picked them up yet. He’s been gone a long time.”

“Longer than I’d expected.”

“They might have stayed to help the Corvids,” I said, nibbling at the crust. There were other possibilities—that someone was too badly injured to move right away, or the Chron had attacked again. I didn’t want to consider those.

“I’d rather he was back in Nearspace if we’re going to start ferrying Alin Sedmamin around.” Hirin frowned at his pizza as if it were arguing with him.

I licked pizza sauce from my lips. We hadn’t really talked about this much since my initial conversation with Sedmamin. “Are you starting to think I shouldn’t help him?”

He considered. “No, it’s not that. Helping Sedmamin is for the greater good. The way you have to take horrible-tasting medicine with sugar or honey sometimes, because it will make you feel better in the end.”

“But it’s still not pleasant.”

He fixed me with a skeptical stare. “Having that man on this ship will be less than ‘not pleasant’. It will be a supreme test of my self-control not to beat the living—”

My ID implant beeped. Since there was no-one else on board I’d routed all incoming calls there. I pulled my datapad off the table and transferred the message. “Oh, great,” I breathed.

It was Jahelia Sord. I hadn’t expected her to contact me so promptly. My impression of her was that she preferred to operate as a lone gun—or at least, with her enhanced datapad AI as her primary companion. But I did encourage her to get in touch with me, after all. Maybe she’d read between the lines and realized I knew more about what Sedmamin wanted than I’d said. I arranged my face into something that wasn’t obvious dismay and opened the connection. “Hello, Sord. I take it you’ve arrived at the station?”

Her face could never seem to be free of that slightly mocking look, but she smiled. She no longer wore the Erian pridattii. I’d been quite sure they were an affectation or an attempt at a disguise when she wore them before, so their absence wasn’t a complete shock. She’d also abandoned the striking profusion of black-and-white curls, and her hair now hung caramel-brown and straight to her shoulders. It swung as she nodded.

“I’m on docking arm C, so whenever you’d like to have that conversation, I’m free,” she said with casual indifference.

I glanced over at Hirin and he shrugged. “I have a couple of slices of pizza left here, if you haven’t had dinner yet,” I said. “We could chat over that or double caff.”

She half-smiled. “Nice attempt at playing the hostess, Paixon,” she said. “I’ve eaten, thanks, but I’ll take you up on the caff. Fifteen minutes all right?”

“That’ll be fine. Dock 25-B. I’ll meet you at the door.”

“Got it,” she said, and broke the connection.

Hirin grimaced at me. “And I thought we were going to have a romantic evening alone, with all the kids out playing.”

“Hey, you could have said no!”

“It’s all right. I doubt you two will be able to talk for more than half an hour without getting into a fight, and I can amuse myself for that long,” he said. He pushed out of his chair and took his plate to the scrubber. “Will I store the leftovers?”

I popped the last bite of pizza into my mouth, and got up and helped him clear away the remains of our supper. Then I started a fresh cycle of caff brewing and went to our quarters to change. Okay, I put on a clean white t-shirt and brushed my hair. I wasn’t too worried about my appearance for a heart-to-heart with Jahelia Sord. Hirin kissed my cheek and said he would stay in our room and read.

And I went off to wait for Jahelia Sord on a very different footing than the last time we’d met.

 

AT THE AIRLOCK, I opened it and stepped out onto the dockway to wait for Sord. It was busy, clotted with merchants and civilian travellers going to and from ships docked along the station’s B-arm. Any military ships docked at the station would be in the A section, on another arm, while the C section on the third arm would be mainly freighters, cargo-only, and maybe a few smaller ships that overflowed from B. So I didn’t see many Protectorate uniforms, but I did see humans in family and business groups, lupine Lobors with their slightly bouncing gait and colourful, flowing clothes, and tall, amber-skinned Vilisians who seemed to glide rather than walk. Everyone hurrying or strolling about their own business. Everyone potentially affected by the favour I was going to attempt for Alin Sedmamin. A shudder ran up my back, and it had nothing to do with the temperature-controlled dockway.

Even in that crowd, Jahelia Sord stood out. Tonight, she was dressed in tight black pants and knee-high dark blue spacer’s boots, a fitted navy-blue jacket that skimmed her hips, and a crimson shirt with a high collar that hugged her throat. Her lips were the same colour as her shirt, and even without the pridattii and striking black-and-white curls, she still looked dramatic. She caught sight of me waiting and flashed a hard-to-read smile. When she was close enough, she put out a hand to shake.

I took it, feeling a bit awkward, as if she’d taken control of the encounter already. “It’s good to see you,” I said automatically.

“Is it?” she asked with a quizzical smile. “I thought my presence probably fell more into the category of ‘necessary evil’.”

“Oh, it does. I was just trying to be polite.” I smiled, though, and motioned her inside with a wide sweep of my hand. “You know how I insist on politeness.”

“I don’t remember that,” she said playfully as we turned the corner toward the galley. It felt a little strange, how well she knew the layout of the ship, although it made sense—she’d spent enough time on it. “But I could be remembering wrong since I was essentially a prisoner at the time.”

“A prisoner who refused to stay in her prison, as I recall. Double caff?”

“Delighted.”

I fixed the hot drinks for both of us and turned back to her. She’d seated herself in the chair that Hirin had recently vacated, so I returned to mine and passed her the caff. We both sipped hesitantly, and I felt as if our banter had both dealt with the preliminaries and cemented our positions. We weren’t friends, but we could manage to get along when the occasion warranted it.

Jahelia Sord must have felt the same way because after a sip of caff, she said, “So. Sedmamin. What is up with him? He looked like merde.”

I sipped and tilted my head to one side. “He’s in trouble—apparently PrimeCorp wants him to take a fall this time, and it’s a big one. He wants me—my crew—to help him out. I assume he has a role for you to play in his scheme as well.”

She raised an eyebrow. “He said as much to me—but that’s all he said. No details. So, if I knew what he wanted from you, it might give me a clue.”

“Why’d you agree, if he wouldn’t tell you what he wants?”

She laughed. “Who said I’d agreed? I told him I’d think about it. He told me he’d be on FarView when I was ready, and if I couldn’t find him, to get in touch with you.” She stirred the liquid in her cup and watched steam curl lazily up from it. “He sounded pretty confident that you’d help him out, but he kind of pissed me off, to tell the truth. Seemed to think I still owed him something.”

“But you don’t see it that way?” I leaned forward. “Just between you and me, I suspect your new ship isn’t all that new, and that it originally came from Sedmamin.”

She leaned in, echoing my movement. A half-smile quirked the side of her mouth. “Just between you and me, I think I stopped owing him anything when he got me stranded in Otherspace with hostile aliens.”

I grinned. “You have a point.” I leaned back again and took a sip of my drink. “Well, here’s what he wants from me.” I briefly outlined Sedmamin’s request that I get him to Earth and help him retrieve files and personal items, then see him to somewhere he considered safe.

“Huh,” she said, and sipped at her drink. “Well, that does give me an idea of what he might want from me. When I was participating in the ‘trials’ for Pita—my AI, remember?”

I remembered the AI well. She’d helped save my life and my crew, and given me a glimpse into Sord’s personality, after whom she was modeled. I nodded.

“He gave me access codes for some restricted areas of the PrimeCorp facility—and I had the feeling that maybe he didn’t have complete authority to do that. He as much as told me to keep it under my hat, and to take . . . precautions, anytime I used them.”

“Precautions like, not being seen?”

She grinned like the only cat aboard a mouse-ridden far trader.

“And you still have those access codes, and maybe he needs them to get in, because probably he’s been locked out of the system since he’s now persona non grata around PrimeCorp.”

She smoothed a hand over her hair, which didn’t need smoothing. “That would be my guess.”

I swirled my own drink, seeing how close I could get it to the rim without spilling. “That makes you pretty integral to this plan. Will you do it?” I asked. “Because if you’re out, it probably isn’t worth the risk for me to try and help him at all. I certainly don’t have special access to anything involved with PrimeCorp.”

She sighed and got up from her chair, shucking her jacket and hanging it over the back of the seat. She walked around the room for a moment as if she were a potential buyer assessing the amenities of the ship, running a finger along the countertop. Finally, she stopped and leaned against the large table, crossing her ankles and her arms. “Sedmamin did intimate that he’d pay me for my part in the plan. I expect he’s got some secret resources around Nearspace. He offered you files. Why would you help him, if you do?”

I shrugged. “Because there’s more riding on this than just Alin Sedmamin’s health and welfare. I honestly don’t care that much about that. But the files—that could have huge repercussions over all of Nearspace. My brother would leap at the chance to have copies of those that weren’t . . . ahem . . . stolen.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.” She hoisted herself up on the table and scooted backwards, pulling her knees up to sit cross-legged. She rested her chin in her hands and her elbows on her knees and regarded me in silence for a moment. Her head tilted to the side as she considered me, a slight frown dimpling a line between her eyebrows. “Do you ever get tired of thinking about other people before yourself?”

I snorted, and for a moment I didn’t know how to answer. “Where did that come from?”

She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know. I watched and listened, you know, when I was on board the ship before. And when we were on that Chron station. You’re often kind of flip about it, but you really care about everyone—your family, your crew, that Lobor—and it extends even further than that. Like now. You’re thinking about all of Nearspace when you should be wondering if you’re going to get caught helping Sedmamin—a man who’s made your life absolute hell from what I can tell—retrieve data from a secure, restricted facility where he has no legal business going. Me,” she said, sliding her hands behind her on the table and leaning back against them, “I think about what’s in it for me.”

I got up abruptly and took my mug to the scrubber, then turned to face her. “I don’t really know how to answer that,” I said slowly. “Yes, Alin Sedmamin has been nothing but trouble for me, for most of my life. But this is not about me, or about him, really, the way I see it. I don’t have a good answer except it’s just the way I am, I guess. That sounds kind of lame, though.” I put on a half-smile.

She shook her head. “No, not lame. I’m not sure what it is. But the annoying part about it is that you make me want to do this thing, too. Because of everyone else in Nearspace, and not just because of what might be in it for me.” She mock-glared at me. “That pisses me off more than anything else.”

I laughed. “I think there’s more to you than that tough exterior you show the world, and you don’t want to admit it.”

She gazed off over my head, into the far distance at something only she could see. “Well. I guess I’ll see what I can do to help, if that does turn out to be what Sedmamin wants. It should be interesting to hear what he has to say, anyway.”

Jahelia Sord slid off the table and brought her empty mug over to me. “Thanks for the caff.”

I took a second to change mental gears. “There’s one other thing,” I said as I took the mug and set it inside the scrubber.

She raised her eyebrows. “The other shoe falls.”

I smiled. “Nothing too serious. But it’s about— the nanobioscavengers,” I said.

Her face went very still. The look was gone in an instant, but I’d seen it, and I knew the casual lightness of her voice when she spoke was at least partly a put-on. “What about them?”

“I talked to my mother about you. She thinks you should see her to get checked over and maybe—probably—get an infusion of newer, better bioscavs. If mine could fail, so could yours, anytime. They’re about the same age, even if they might not be the same prototype.”

Her face still had that closed-off look, even as she kept her tone casual. “I’ve never had any problems,” she said, “but tell your mother, thanks for the offer.”

I frowned. “Don’t just shrug it off. Your parents both died—you told me that. Theirs failed. Given the time frame, yours can’t be all that different.”

She crossed back to her chair to collect her jacket. “Thanks for the caff, and the gossip about Sedmamin,” she said, shrugging into the coat. “I’ll get in touch when I hear anything from him, and you can do the same. You know how to reach me. In the meantime, I’m due some rest and relaxation, and FarView’s a good place for that.”

“But you’ll think about it? The nanobioscavengers?”

She didn’t answer right away, just buttoned up her jacket and pulled it down over her hips. Then she turned a bright, false smile my way. “Thanks, Paixon. I’m sure we’ll talk again soon. I know the way out.”

Without waiting for me to answer, she turned and strode out of the galley.

 

TWO DAYS PASSED without any word from either Sedmamin or Jahelia Sord. I’d never admit it to Viss Feron, but what I missed most was Viss asking my permission to tear apart this system or that intake, since we had some “down” time. I wondered what he and Lanar were doing all this time. I wondered if they’d found Yuskeya and the others. I wondered when we would hear something. I wondered if I was going to go crazy waiting.

Rei and Maja did their best to distract me—hell, they were distracting themselves, too, and they knew it as well as I did. We went shopping on the mercantile level, and between them they made me buy more new clothes than I normally would have in a year. I was sure some things would be consigned to a drawer and never seen again. We all went out and dined in some of the restaurants, trying to keep the conversation light and fun. We took in entertainment; a play adapted from a Tali Shonen novel I’d read, and a blues band playing in a poky little club. Twice I saw Jahelia Sord out and about on her own errands, but apart from a smile and a nod, she made no move to join us or strike up a conversation.

It was the longest sojourn I’d ever made on FarView—usually we might drop in to offload or pick up some cargo, or make a one-night stopover so that people could get off the ship and physically and metaphorically “stretch their legs.” The station was home to about six thousand residents, with another thousand travellers, tourists, and visitors likely to be aboard at any given time. Many of the permanent residents worked in scientific research for one corporation or another, because none of the Corps owned FarView—it was maintained by the Worlds Council and governed by the NWAC, and was mandated to offer equal opportunity to anyone who wanted to live, work, or trade there. The three docking arms extended from the top of the central hub, which in turn was comprised of habitat, mercantile, entertainment, cargo, administrative, food production, and laboratory levels. Each arm was capable of docking ships on four sides, so there was rarely a problem obtaining a docking assignment.

The Protectorate maintained administrative offices on FarView, partly because it was responsible for station security, and partly because it was a convenient hub in the system. So Protectorate uniforms mingled in the crowds of civilians on all of the levels. I kept an eye out for Regina Holles, since Lanar had said she was here, but beyond our initial conversation our paths didn’t cross.

On the third day after we’d arrived, Hirin and I had left the Tane Ikai to seek out a bit of lunch on one of the mercantile levels. We found a little cafe with a view wall on the outer rim of the station offering a lovely overlook on the vista of star-studded space. We were lingering over dessert—cinnamon pano studded with dried jarlees fruit that made me lonely for Yuskeya—when the station klaxon startled everyone around us.

“Lockdown protocol initiated,” a calm but commanding voice intoned over the ship’s comm system. “Please proceed to refuge stations.”

Around us, chairs scraped the floor as people began to move toward the cafe’s exit. They stayed calm, but concerned faces and whispered questions flurried all around us. Solar flare? Radiation pocket? Micrometeoroid dust cloud?

Hirin looked a question at me and I raised my eyebrows, pushing my own chair back. The comm system continued to issue instructions in that clear, unruffled voice.

Residents, please return to the habitat levels or proceed to a designated refuge station. Visitors, please return to your ships or proceed to the nearest refuge station. Refuge stations are identified by a red ring or circle icon.

“Should we try to get back to the ship? Or find a refuge station?” I asked Hirin.

“We’re three levels down from the docking arms,” he said, one hand firm on my elbow as we joined the flow of people leaving the cafe. The crowd jostled us along with it. “I think we’d better look for a station.”

I thumbed my ID implant and pinged Maja. “Where are you?” I asked when she answered.

“On the ship, with Baden,” she said. Her voice was controlled but an undertone of worry gave it a sharp, clipped edge. “You?”

I had to hold the implant close to my ear to hear her over the announcement system and the worried murmurings around me. “Mercantile. We’re heading to a refuge station. Any idea what’s happening?”

“None,” she said. “Where’s Rei?”

“I’ll try to find out. Stay put and stay safe,” I told her. I pinged Rei. She didn’t answer.

I’m not sure what made me turn my head and look back into the cafe. Maybe I just wondered how many remained inside, maybe it was a premonition. But as I did, my eyes sought the dark of space outside the cafe’s view wall. A flash of light sparked in the void—a flash I knew all too well. The flare of a ship’s shields responding to impact. No explosion followed, so the shields had held. But that was a dogfight. Headed this way.

I caught at Hirin, turning him to look.

“Kia inferna?” he muttered. “Who’s that?”

“I don’t know, but we’d better get to that refuge station.” Part of me wanted to stay here and watch, but common sense vetoed that idea. We joined the throng of people again, and I pinged Rei. Still no response. I wondered how many pings flew around the station and if anyone could hear the notifications above the din of worried people.

Chaos threatened to blossom out in the main corridor. The thin veneer of calm rubbed off as folks made decisions about where to run—home, work, refuge stations. I spotted the red circle over an open bulkhead perhaps twenty-five metres down the corridor, on the hubward side. People scurried in through the opening. Could we make it there through the sea of bodies before the space was filled and they shut the door? We had to try.

The klaxon continued its incessant, grating bleat. The calm, cadenced instructions coming over the station’s comm hadn’t changed in frequency or intensity, but the repetition underscored the urgency of the situation. This was no false alarm. Something bad was happening outside, and anything that included ship-based weaponry had the potential to—

The first impact hit the station. We’d made it only halfway to the refuge station. FarView’s own shields flared with an intensity that flashed in through every view wall visible from the corridor. I closed my eyes involuntarily against the light and felt Hirin’s arm slip around my waist as the decking shuddered under our feet. Screams and shouts reverberated off the walls of the corridor. The refuge station’s bulkhead door slammed closed. We were out of time.

Someone is attacking the station. My brain knew it, but I couldn’t accept it. This could not be happening. How could this be happening?

“Luta.” Hirin’s voice was hard and low, his breath soft against my ear. “Run!”

 

 


Chapter 9 – Lanar 
Aliens and Rescues

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EYES RIVETED ON the grainy video, I felt my hands clutch into fists inside the enviro-suit, the creases of fabric digging into my flesh. My throat tightened, making my breathing harsh and rasping in my own ears. Beside me I sensed Viss go very, very still. What nightmarish thing was about to happen to Yuskeya and the others? What is this Corvid showing me?

Yuskeya looked up, startled at the entrance of the five Chron figures, and I saw her hand dart involuntarily to draw a weapon she wasn’t wearing. The Chron had their backs to the camera filming the scene, so I couldn’t see their faces, but every Protectorate member knew the sleek outlines of Chron armour. Didkovsky, also unarmed, launched himself in front of Andresson and Summergale.

Then the entire tableau froze or paused. No one moved, and Yuskeya continued to kneel next to the injured Corvid, looking up at the Chron. I glanced at Fha, but the Corvid kept her uninjured black eye fixed on the playback.

On the screen, Yuskeya suddenly nodded and stood, then turned to speak to Andresson and Didkovsky. I realized belatedly that the video hadn’t paused—one of the Chron, or more than one, had been speaking to her. Andresson nodded, although Didkovsky’s face, cloudily visible through his helmet, looked defiant. Yuskeya spoke again, leaning toward him with an intensity I recognized all too well, and after a moment he nodded, too. What happened next shook me. Together, Yuskeya and one of the Chron helped the fallen Corvid to his feet, an arm draped over each of them, although the taller alien had to stoop to make it work. I realized when the Corvid began to move that one of its legs must also be injured. The smooth glide that usually characterized the crow-like alien’s motion was gone, replaced by a struggling limp.

Didkovsky helped Summergale to stand, and I realized that the Lobor had suffered an injury as well. The video jittered and the image blurred, presumably as the station suffered another strike. One of the Chron put out a hand to steady Yuskeya as she almost stumbled. Moving together, the group slowly exited the camera’s range.

I turned to Fha, frowning, and she regarded me with one bright eye. “Those Chron helped them,” I said slowly. “They were not the ones who were attacking the station.”

Fha clicked her beak-like mouth. “No, they were of the peaceful Chron your sister learned about. They came with several ships to help us, because their network for gathering intelligence on the violent faction indicated the attack was going to happen. They helped save the uruglat from destruction.”

I swallowed. “And what of my people? What happened to them?”

Fha turned from the now-static video display and walked slowly away from it, back toward the central display where she’d stood when we entered the room. Viss and I followed. Dr. Ahmed and Lt. Commander Galwan took a few steps, then hung back, surveying the rest of the room.

“The uruglat suffered heavy damage—so much so that we knew, should your people’s environmental suits fail, we would not be able to provide proper atmospheric conditions for them. The Chron took them onto their own ship, and away to safety,” Fha said. She pulled a spindly hand from inside her robe and held something out to me. Despite my revulsion at the proximity of those terrible claws, I put out my gloved hand, and she placed the item on my palm. It was a datachip. A very familiar-looking datachip that could have come straight from Nearspace.

“This holds a message for you, from the one who travelled with your sister and stayed with the peaceful Chron.”

“Cerevare?” Viss asked. “She was here?”

Fha nodded. “The—Lobor, you call them?—was the one who brought the message to me. She left it so that when someone came looking for your people, they would know where to go.”

Viss sighed heavily. “If Cerevare has them, I feel better already.”

I nodded and slipped the datachip into a pocket of my envirosuit, securing the pocket closed carefully. “And what about you? Is there any way we can assist you?”

The tall, crow-like alien bowed slightly. “We appreciate your offer, Admiralo,” she said, “but in reality, there is little you can do for us. We have reconfigured the uruglat so that we may make repairs, and we have supplies enough. Others of our kind are on their way to help.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but she put a long-fingered hand on my arm. Her grip was firm although the bones of her hand felt too fragile to hold such strength. I tried not to think about her talons. “Without the uruglat, we cannot control and maintain the asteroid barriers. Some of them were destroyed by the Chron ships, and we cannot restore or reconfigure them at this time.”

I nodded. “The one we came through was pulverized.”

“That means your Nearspace—as well as other systems for which we acted as a guardpost—are at risk. If the Chron come with the means to easily clear away the debris from that wormhole, or ships that can navigate it without damage, they are one step closer to your systems. We will continue to do what we can, but this severely impedes our ability to keep the Chron constrained.”

“I understand.” I put my own gloved hand over hers. “We will set a guard on the wormhole on our side. And the one in Tau Ceti. They will not be able to come without our knowledge.”

Fha looked down at me, her one visible eye dark with what I felt was a pitying look. “The Chron will come where and when you least expect it, my friend. Do not be complacent, thinking they have no way in.”

“You mean the ghosted wormholes?” I nodded. “My sister has told me about those.”

“Yes. You must be prepared for what you cannot even see. They are ruthless and implacable. Do not underestimate them.”

“Thank you for your wise words, and your help,” I said. “When we return through the wormhole, we plan to deploy communications beacons to more easily maintain a connection with you here. We will still have to pass messages through the intermediary system, but it will make communications somewhat easier. Are you amenable to the idea?”

She nodded and took her hand from my arm, slipping it into her robe again. “That will be most agreeable,” she said. “I can have one of our communications engineers give you devices to install at beacon points in the intermediary system. That will speed the transfer of messages.”

I hesitated. “I—can’t wait long. I have to go after our friends.”

“Your people are safe, and the beacons can be readied within a day,” she said. “It would be faster were we not in such disarray. But I think you can delay that long. And then, you must return to your Nearspace as soon as you have your people. Others must know to be on their guard.”

“I will,” I assured her. “Thank you for all your help. Can we assist you in any way while we wait?”

“No, but thank you for your offer,” Fha said. “I believe our alliance with Nearspace will be a good one.”

“I think so, too,” I told her. Then I turned and collected the others with a nod, and we wound our way up the black hallways to our ship.

 

VISS STRODE BESIDE me, Ahmed and Galwan trailing us as we made our way back to the Cheswick. We didn’t need a guide since it had just been one long hallway, but I suspected that since the Corvids could “reconfigure” their station, it wasn’t always necessarily that way.

“Dios! Did you see them?” Galwan breathed. “They’re magnificent!”

“I should put in a request to study them from a medical perspective,” Ahmed mused. “It would be fascinating to see what basic physiology they share with us, and how they differ.”

Viss caught my eye, and I let them chatter, knowing it was a tension release after a stressful few minutes. I touched the outside of the pocket where I’d slipped the datachip, feeling the comforting presence of its square outline. I wondered what message it held from Cerevare Brindlepaw.

“The professor must have gained the full trust of those peaceful Chron, if they were willing to take her on a mission with them,” I mused to Viss.

He nodded. “And, since she’d already been to the Corvid station, I suppose it would make sense to have her along.”

I wondered what it was like for the Lobor historian, living among the people she’d studied—and possibly hated—all her life.

Surprisingly quickly, we reached the black docking bay again. The Cheswick waited, half-in and half-out of the station, and I fought down an urge to sprint through the docking bay to the ship. We walked, but we cycled through the airlock without lingering or looking around the bay. It was disconcerting to see the ship partly engulfed by the dark walls, and I didn’t care to study the sight for too long.

“What now?” Galwan asked as we shucked our EVA suits and hung them in the lockers.

“You two can return to your stations, and write up the encounter from your own perspectives, if you would. Put in whatever you thought or saw or anything that struck you. Mr. Feron and I will see what’s on this datachip.”

“You trust the Corvids?” Ahmed asked. Medical curiosity was one thing, but the good doctor had a habit of never walking into a situation with his eyes closed. He expected no less from anyone else.

I glanced down at the datachip in my hand. “They’ve given us no reason to mistrust them yet,” I said. “This would be an awfully roundabout way to pull a fast one on us, and honestly, with their technology—”

Galwan nodded. “They could pretty much deal with us whatever way they liked. You don’t have to spend long on that station to figure that out.”

“Keep that in mind when you’re writing up those reports,” I said, and made my way to the bridge.

“Admiralo on the bridge,” Linna Drake announced when I rejoined the crew there.

“At ease,” I said, and took my chair. “Mr. Medenez, open a ship-wide channel, please.”

When the communications officer nodded to me, I made the announcement I knew no-one would want to hear.

“This is Admiral Mahane. It turns out that our mission won’t be completed at this station; Ambassador Andresson, Lieutenant-Commanders Didkovsky and Summergale, and Commander Blue are no longer here, although we have reason to believe they’re safe. We’ll have to travel further to recover them. The Corvids are preparing some communications relays for us, to be deployed in the Woodroct’s Star system. They’ll deliver them tomorrow. Until then we’ll stay docked here. I’ll keep you all informed as I know more.”

Linna Drake had visibly suppressed an exclamation when I began my announcement, but she kept silent until I nodded to Medenez and he closed the channel.

Now she spoke. “Do we know where they are, sir?”

“Not yet, but I’m hoping the answers are here.” I pulled the datachip from my pocket and gestured to Viss. “Let’s take this into my office.” I wanted to see it before making its contents widely known.

I led Viss out the back of the bridge to my office. At my desk, I pulled up an extra seat for the engineer to join me, then plugged the chip into the reader on my datapad. The chip held only two files; one an obvious message file tagged with both video and audio components and named LISTEN_FIRST, and one a text-only file labelled EMERGENCY_CONTACT. I set the video to play.

The placid Lobor face of Cerevare Brindlepaw looked out at us. Her brown eyes were huge and dark, and the concern in her voice was evident before she’d spoken very many words. The image blurred and shook intermittently. She must have been on one of the Chron ships assisting the Corvids when she made it. The image was steady enough, though, that the ship must have been docked at the uruglat and not in the midst of battle maneuvers. Otherwise she’d have been bouncing all over the place. The shaking came from hits to the station.

To whoever comes to rescue Commander Blue and the others, she said, please know that we will endeavour to keep them safe. We will take them to a planet known locally as Tabalo. Exit the Corvid system via the second wormhole starwise from the one you entered through, and proceed to these coordinates. Here she rattled off coordinates in a standard Nearspace configuration; she obviously knew how we’d parse them in relation to our entry point into the system. I believe when we were on the Tane Ikai it was estimated to be about eighteen hours away from the wormhole.

This system is not entirely controlled by the Relidae—the peaceful Chron, as we know them. This is how their name for themselves translates for us. There is a second planet, inhabited by the other Chron, whom they call the Pitromae. Border disputes are ongoing, but there is a reasonably safe route directly from the wormhole to the planet. When you are close to Tabalo, you should be able to reach me via my Nearspace ID comm, included in the emergency contact file. If not, land at the coordinates noted in that file and display it on your datapad. Show it to anyone who will look, and they’ll help you find me.

The video stuttered and Cerevare looked over her shoulder. Behind her I saw the group with Yuskeya and the others come into view.

I must go so I can leave this with the Corvids, she said, turning back to the screen. Good luck, and I hope to see you soon.

She reached out a furred hand, and the screen went dark.

 

I TURNED TO Viss, glad to have someone to talk to. “I have to make a decision.”

“I probably know what you’re thinking about, and you probably know what I’m going to say about it, but go ahead,” the engineer said, leaning back in his chair with a lopsided grin.

I stood up and paced the small space. “We have two choices. Turn back, navigate the pulverized asteroid field again, then go back out to Delta Pavonis to warn them that the Chron threat could be imminent. Or trust that whatever protections the Corvids can offer will hold, and press on to get our people back as quickly as possible first.”

“As I said, you probably know what I think.”

I tapped the admiral’s insignia on my collar. “This is telling me that the Protectorate needs to know extra precautions are in order. One level of protection separating the Chron from us has been taken out of play, and that heightens the threat level considerably.”

Viss sighed. “And what if you send the message, and the Protectorate response is to order you back to Nearspace immediately? They could argue that Andresson, Didkovsky, and Yuskeya Blue are apparently safe and in good health. That would make it acceptable to delay their retrieval until we’re certain there are no imminent threats.”

I leaned against the view wall and folded my arms. “Did the message from Cerevare give you that much reassurance?”

Viss stood and joined me at the wall, looking out at the black nothingness of the inside of the station. “No, it didn’t.” He reached out and tapped my insignia, as I’d done. “Forget for a minute what this is telling you,” he said. Then he tapped me lightly on the chest, just over my heart. “What’s this telling you?”

I blinked, a little surprised at his familiarity, and also at the sentiment. The Viss Feron I knew had always presented a more pragmatic and stoic face to the world. Apparently becoming involved with Yuskeya Blue had changed something in him.

The answer to his question was easy, though. “That I want our people back, and I want it now.”

He grinned. “Then I think we’re on the same page. There’s a third option, though. We could do both.”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “Compose a message for Fleet Commander Holles, and ask the Corvids to take it through to Delta Pavonis. They know how to get there, because they got the Stillwell back, right? Even in their current state, they should be able to spare one ship to run that errand.”

If I hadn’t thought it would be overly dramatic, I’d have slapped a hand to my forehead. Instead I simply shook my head. “It’s a good thing one of us is thinking,” I told Viss.

“Fly with your sister for a while,” he said with a grin. “You get used to figuring out ways to do more than one thing at a time.”

He left me to compose a message for Regina, but I didn’t go back to my desk right away. I turned to look out the view wall. It still showed only the inky blackness of the uruglat, although if I put my head close to the glass I could make out the hexagonal discs of mysterious matter that comprised the station. I stared at those, marvelling at the precise way they fit together, how well they worked in unison to provide whatever the Corvids needed.

They reminded me, oddly, of Yuskeya Blue.

If I was honest with myself, I wasn’t all that concerned about Andresson, Didkovsky, and Summergale. It would certainly be good to get them back to Nearspace, and there were undoubtedly dangers associated with being on a Chron station now. But, like Viss, it was Yuskeya I wanted to rescue, Yuskeya I was worried about. Yuskeya Blue, with her dark eyes and hair and quiet compassion and competence. Yuskeya, whom I’d foolishly sent straight into the arms of someone else when I’d assigned her to the Tane Ikai.

I pushed off from the view wall and ran a hand through my hair. “Not like you would have done anything about it anyway, Admiral,” I muttered to myself, and it was true. Between Soranna and Regina Holles, I’d learned a lot about loss and why my situation made that an inevitable end game for me when it came to romance. I really couldn’t see myself spending a lifetime—a very long lifetime, for me—moving from one younger woman to the next, only to lose them to the two implacable forces: time and death. It felt both slimy and dishonest, no matter how strong my feelings.

So, I’d sent Yuskeya Blue on an outside assignment, and she’d met Viss, and I could put that particular problem out of my mind.

Which didn’t mean I could leave her trapped in what was essentially enemy territory.

I crossed to my desk to write my message to Regina, cursing myself for the fool I knew I was. But if I’d learned anything in the past eighty years, it was that I’d have lots of time later to think about it. Now we had a job to do.

 

I DIDN’T HAVE to go back into the station to put my plan to Fha; she answered me directly by materializing, as a hologram, inside my office when I requested a meeting. Fortunately, Luta had told me about this communication method, so I managed not to jump and scream when it happened. She agreed that they could spare a runner to take the message to Nearspace.

When I returned to the bridge after making the arrangements, Linna Drake gave me a look that said, “when are you going to tell us more?” I pretended I hadn’t seen it.

 “All right. I want senior officers in the galley for a briefing. Mr. Feron, please join us.”

Viss nodded.

When we’d gathered in the galley, I said, “The good news is, they were taken for their own safety to a planet, and we have the coordinates for it.”

“In this system?” Commander Drake asked, her eyes narrowed.

I shook my head. “That’s the downside. They’re in a Chron system, the guests of the ‘peaceful’ Chron faction—who call themselves the Relidae, and so we will, too.”

“And where is this other system?”

“Just one skip away, and then about eighteen hours in-system to the planet,” I said.

Viss cleared his throat. “You’d better allow a little longer, Admiral. Cerevare remembers correctly, but the Corvids had given us an upgrade to the burst drive, which cut about twenty percent off the time. Say a full day, counting the time in this system to get to the wormhole, and travel time on the other side.”

I sighed. “All right, thanks for setting that straight. Fha tells me that the asteroids aren’t moving in a preprogrammed course, just drifting, so it should be an easy passage through them.”

Then I played Cerevare’s message for them. No-one questioned my decision to press on to the Chron system. I wanted them to hear what she’d said, though, and to understand the situation. We were walking into the middle of hostile territory, and we had to remember that we couldn’t tell our friends from our enemies just by looking.

“If we make it to the planet and Professor Brindlepaw answers when I comm her, that’s one thing,” I told them. “En route, if we encounter Chron ships, I expect we’ll be able to tell pretty quickly if they’re friendly or not.”

“And if they’re not?” asked Lieutenant-Commander Huba Jelenka. Jelenka oversaw weapons, so I’d expected this question to come from him.

“We won’t be the first to fire,” I said. “No aggression on our part. There might be a war coming, but it’s not started yet, and the Cheswick is not going to be the ship that starts it.”

“If we find hostiles engaged with friendlies? What then?”

“We go to the aid of our allies,” I said. “But I’m really hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

“Well, I’ll make sure one of the launches is ready for the trip down to the planet.” That was Alice Payette, the Lieutenant-Commander in charge of the flight deck. We kept two launches and I knew that with Yi in charge, they’d both be spotless, fuelled, and ready to fly on a moment’s notice. “Anything else I can do?”

“No, that will be fine. Lieutenant-Commander Betany, I don’t know what kind of a timeline we’ll be on, so will you make sure there are quarters ready to receive our guests if they need them?” Chuck Betany was the master of stores and quarters on the Cheswick, and I knew he’d make room for the newcomers if he had to sleep in the galley himself to do it.

“Do you really think it will be a straightforward pickup?” Linna Drake asked. She’d been quiet up until now, a trick I suspect she learned from—or taught to—Regina Holles.

I shook my head. “I honestly don’t know,” I said, “but that’s what I’m hoping for. We’ll plan for the best and expect the worst. I’m sending word to FarView about what we learned from the Corvids, so if we run into delays, we won’t have that pressure, at least. Any questions?” When none came, I said, “Okej, you have your orders, and everyone is dismissed. Please make sure your sections know what’s happening. None of this is classified or secret.”

The meeting broke up. Viss stayed in the galley to get something to eat, and Linna Drake and I walked back to the bridge together. “You’re worried,” she said. She had her hands clasped behind her back and she looked straight ahead as we walked, not at me.

I sighed. “Damn right I’m worried. There are so many ways this could go wrong, I can’t even count them. What will we encounter on the way to the planet? When we get there? Will Cerevare Brindlepaw’s friends really recognize us on sight and be happy to see us?”

“Good questions,” Drake said, still not looking at me. “And you’re right, we don’t want to make any aggressive moves if we do run across the other Chron. In and out quickly, that’s the best we can hope for.”

“We need to make that happen,” I said. I glanced over at her and caught the hint of a smile around her lips. “What?”

“I’m glad you can tell me what you’re really thinking,” she said. “You control it well in front of the others, but I know you, Admiral. You need to blow off steam sometimes in order to keep your head on straight. I’m just pleased that you feel comfortable enough around me to do that.”

I used to do that with Yuskeya, too, I thought. In fact, she was probably the first Commander I’d felt comfortable enough with to do so. She never seemed to mind, which was one of the things I appreciated about her.

But it was not Yuskeya walking beside me now. She was on the other side of a whole lot of unknowns. “I’m glad, too, Commander,” I told Linna Drake. “Now let’s get everyone ready to head into that wormhole tomorrow.”

 

THE ASTEROIDS GUARDING the wormhole entrance drifted lazily, no longer tumbling and spinning in their course to block the entrance. The Chron hadn’t seen fit to pulverize this field, or perhaps hadn’t had time before the Corvids had destroyed them. But I felt sure it was only a matter of time until they returned. I asked Linna Drake to send a tracer through the wormhole before we entered it. I didn’t want to meet up with a Chron ship anywhere, but especially not inside a wormhole. It came back clear, and with trepidation—and a bit of something else—I ordered us through.

The something else was a thrill of excitement. Every skip that took us deeper into Otherspace re-ignited my passion for space travel, something that I realized had become a bit blasé over the past number of years. Nearspace was my home, and I felt that way about all of its great expanse and many systems, but exploring—that was an entirely different experience. Despite the danger, I couldn’t ignore the spark of wonder I felt.

The Chron system expanded before us as we exited the wormhole, opening like a door flung wide. It revealed an enormous crimson particle cloud nearby, with a smear of sulfurous dust painting it like frosting on a cake. The system’s yellow sun, looking not terribly unlike Sol, burned in the distance.

“Scan for the planet,” I ordered. “Supposedly we should be able to pick it up now or very soon.”

A moment later Linna Drake reported, “It’s there, just inside the edge of our range.”

I felt the muscles in my neck relax and realized that I’d been worried it wouldn’t be so easy to find. “Set a course,” I said. “Give me an estimate on time to reach it as soon as you can.”

“Twenty-plus hours,” the nav officer said. “If we use the burst drive to its full capacity.” Viss had been right.

“Locate the station, too,” I said. “There should be one, not too far from the planet, I think. We don’t have to go there but we might as well know where it is.”

In-system travel is usually boring; it’s a fact of space travel. It was less so, I found, when you spent the time waiting to see if hostile aliens were going to notice your presence in the system and launch an attack. I distracted myself some of the time in my office and at the gym, but I spent a good bit of it in my command chair, watching with everyone else. The system, fortunately, provided plenty to look at, from the particle cloud we’d first seen to a spectacular nebula—probably a supernova remnant—that burst to life in dazzling colour when Linna Drake switched the viewscreen to its ultraviolet filter.

What we didn’t see was any indication of hostile Pitromae, and I was grateful for it. I caught a few hours of sleep, although it didn’t come easy. I expected my comm to buzz at any moment with news of trouble.

I was back on the bridge by the time I thought we might be close enough to send a message to Cerevare Brindlepaw’s ID. I wasn’t completely surprised when the officer on duty, Lieutenant Toor, reported no response. In Nearspace, regular relays made long-distance communications possible, but things might be different here. It still made me nervous, but I made myself wait another ten minutes without fidgeting and then asked Toor to try again. This time we got a reply—faint and distant, audio only, but it was the professor.

“Admiral, good to hear from you. I am alerting those who should know that you are approaching. Your ship will not encounter any difficulty. Will you send a launch vessel down to the planet? Yuskeya and the others are well, but the Ambassador isn’t quite well enough to travel yet. And I expect you’ll want to meet some people here, anyway.”

It was implied that this would be the proper course of action. I was tempted to ask further about the Ambassador, but made myself wait.

“I’m coming down myself, yes. And Viss Feron is with me. We’ll have plenty of room to bring four back, when the time comes. Unless you’re coming now, too? We can make room for five.”

There was a pause before the Lobor historian answered. “Not yet, no, Admiral,” she said, “although I am anxious to meet and speak with you, and it will be good to see Viss. I believe I am of far more use to Nearspace if I stay here on Tabalo.”

“Understood,” I answered. “Then if you’ll send the proper coordinates, I’ll see all of you shortly.” We closed the connection, and I said to Linna Drake, “I’m going to change into casual clothes. The Ambassador is the official Nearspace representative, and I don’t want to muddy the waters. Assign a pilot and let me know when the launch is ready, all right?”

“Will do, Admiral,” she said. “Are you going armed?”

I thought about that for a moment and then shook my head. “I don’t think Professor Brindlepaw would lead me into any danger, and I’m only one man, after all. If there’s a horde of aggressive Chron down there waiting for me, even a plasma rifle won’t help.”

Viss had poked his head onto the bridge just as I ended my conversation with Professor Brindlepaw, and now he followed me into the corridor.

“Permission to accompany you down to the planet, Admiral?” he asked formally.

I grinned. “Granted. I didn’t expect you to sit up here and wait. In fact, I already told Brindlepaw you were coming.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll gather some things and see you in the docking bay, then.”

He was a few steps away from me down the corridor when I said, “Viss?”

He turned and looked back at me.

“No weapons, I think. Shouldn’t be any need for them down there.”

“Well, you’re no fun,” he said, but touched his hand to his forehead in a mock salute.

In my quarters, I considered my off-duty wardrobe and decided to take a page out of my sister’s book. She always swore that a good pair of jeans, white t-shirt, and leather coat could take a person almost anywhere, so I tried to follow her advice. I didn’t own a white t-shirt, but I did have jeans, a button-front shirt in transform fabric that I could set to white, and a short dark leather jacket. I kept my Protectorate boots on because there’s nothing more comfortable than a well-worn pair of prots, as we call them. Mine had trod the dust of countless planets in Nearspace, so it felt right to wear them down to the surface of my first Otherspace planet.

I slipped a few necessities into my pockets and hoped I was ready. It wasn’t a first contact, but it felt that way, and the weight of responsibility lodged in my gut. With a quick glance in the mirror to make sure I was presentable, I left my room and headed down to the docking bay.

One of the two ship’s launch vessels sat with its door open, and I glimpsed movement inside. When I crossed to it and climbed in, I was surprised to find Linna Drake running through the pre-flight and chatting easily with Viss about the launch’s engineering specs. Like me, she’d swapped out her Protectorate blues and now wore navy pants, a green high-necked sweater, and a many-pocketed hiker’s vest.

“Who’s watching the store up top?” I asked her. I realized that I hadn’t ordered her to stay on the bridge when I’d left, and Linna Drake was not averse to taking advantage of a loophole.

“Commander Shule is on duty,” she said unblushingly. “He was scheduled for next shift, but he was happy to take the chair so that I could pilot you down to the surface.”

“I don’t think I’m really in need of a commander for this job,” I said dryly. “You might be slightly overqualified.”

She threw me a grin over her shoulder as she buckled into the pilot’s seat. “Technically we’re escorting Council officials on the return flight, so you should be accompanied by at least one other officer of a rank above lieutenant-commander,” she said. “Shall I quote from the regulations?”

I shook my head and held up a hand. “Not necessary. I bow to your superior knowledge of little-known Protectorate minutiae. Although I doubt they were written to cover this sort of situation,” I added.

“Buckle up, then, Admiral, and I’ll close the doors,” was all she said, and although she’d turned back to face the front of the launch, I could still hear the grin in her voice. Five minutes later we dropped out of the docking bay and down toward the Relidae planet, and whatever awaited us there.

 

 


Chapter 10 – Luta 
Under Attack

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RUN!

Hirin didn’t have to tell me twice. When the first impact jarred the station, panic blossomed across the crowd in the corridor. Some because they’d seen the refuge station door slam shut, and some simply because whatever was happening was obviously bad.

I couldn’t quite run in response to Hirin’s suggestion, but I pushed quickly through the crowd, ducking and weaving to find openings between the press of bodies. I tried to sort out a plan as we wriggled through the masses.

We’re three levels down from the docking arms. I tried to think calmly, but I knew my body was blasting out adrenaline and cortisol in reaction to stress, and it clouded my brain. My nanobioscavengers would clear the excess hormones quickly, but I didn’t have time to wait around for that. I tried to cudgel my foggy thinking into something logical.

The elevators will shut down as a safety protocol. That leaves stairs. I know I saw a stairwell door near the elevators on the shopping level, so it stands to reason, that’s where we’ll find them on this level.

“Elevators!” Hirin said, close behind me. I didn’t remind him they’d be shut down. At least we both wanted to go in the same direction. The elevator we’d come down in was behind us, but on the circular station, we had to come to another one eventually.

Up ahead, the red ring icon of another refuge station blinked above the heads of the throng, but the door was already closed. There was only one place I’d feel safe now.

On the Tane Ikai. Three levels up.

The worst thing about this corridor was the lack of a view to the outside. We were in the centre of the ring level, with shops and services lining both the spaceward and hubward sides. I wanted to see what was happening outside. However, it was obvious that the station was under attack. Before we reached the stairwell, the station had shuddered twice more under our feet, the flash of the shields reflecting through some of the open doorways into the corridor. Each one provoked gasps and cries of alarm from the scuttling, now-panicked crowd.

The elevator came into sight and I dashed for it. The elevator and stairwell bays were positioned in transport blocks in the centre of the corridor, with enough space on either side to allow foot traffic to flow around them. As I’d expected, the elevator doors were tightly closed. A young man, perhaps twenty-five, held a little curly-haired girl by one hand and pressed repeatedly on the button to open the door, with no result. The stairwell door stood on the other side of the transport block, just behind the elevator from this side. As I passed, the man balled a fist and punched the stubborn door in frustration. I put a hand on his arm and his head jerked toward me.

“It won’t work. Safety shutdown,” I said, looking directly into his eyes to drill the message into his head. “The stairs are right behind here.”

“What’s—” he started, but Hirin passed me, catching my hand and pulling me around to where he threw the stairwell door open, and I dashed inside. I felt a pang at leaving the young man, confused and afraid, but I couldn’t help everyone—and I couldn’t help my own people if I didn’t get to my ship.

We’d circled perhaps twice up the spiralling metal stairs when I heard the stairwell door open and shut again, and two more sets of footfalls joined ours on the steps. Maybe I’d gotten through to the young man. Hirin and I pounded up the stairs, my heart hammering. I wondered how Hirin was doing, but he stayed right behind me and didn’t sound too laboured—at least not yet.

Should have done less tae-ga-chi and more nicardi, I thought absurdly. Tae-ga-chi was great for muscle tone and coordination, but I could obviously use more aerobic training. And perhaps yelling.

We reached a landing where a large blue numeral 4 had been stencilled on the wall, along with corresponding symbols in other Nearspace languages, including Lobor and Vilisian. Smaller lettering underneath, again in several languages, detailed the merchants doing business on the level. A door exited to this level, and through the viewpane I saw another, less-crowded corridor. A Vilisian scurried past with two small children in tow. A man in a Protectorate uniform ran in the other direction. Maybe more people had made it to the refuge stations on this level, or maybe it had not been as busy when the alarm went up.

I wondered briefly if we should try for a refuge station here, but everything in me urged a return to the ship. We didn’t stop to discuss it, just kept climbing. The habitat level lay above us, and then one more climb would put us on the docking level. Unfortunately, I suspected we would emerge near docking arm A, a third of the way around the station from docking arm B, where the Tane Ikai waited. But there should be fewer people on the docking level, and we’d be able to move faster. Provided we had any energy left.

The stairs shook under my feet, and I clutched at the metal railing for support. Hirin grunted, and I swung my head to check on him, but he merely scowled. “Almost slipped,” he said.

“How long are the shields going to take this?” I wondered.

He shook his head. “They’re meant primarily as protection against space debris, small meteorites, that kind of thing. I’m sure no-one set them up expecting a full-on attack with weapons of this calibre. And to maintain them around the entire station—?”

He didn’t go further. He didn’t have to. I knew the answer to my question. The shields wouldn’t hold out long.

I sucked oxygen and set off again, my legs burning from the climb. Further below us, the other sets of footsteps had merged into one. I imagined the young man was now carrying the little girl. I gave myself a mental shake. Here I was complaining about the burn in my legs. I wondered briefly where they were heading—the habitat level? Surely there must be enough refuge stations on the whole of FarView to accommodate everyone who might be aboard? But the trick, at a moment like this, was finding the one that had your space in it.

Another round of hard climbing and we reached the landing of the habitat level, marked with the numeral 3. Here they’d included a numbered schematic as well, since so many tiny apartments ringed the level. Through the viewpane only a few inhabitants came in and out of view, hurrying, I assumed, to the level’s refuge stations. Hirin’s breath sounded louder, harsher now behind me. I stopped on the landing and turned to watch him climb the last few stairs to where I stood.

“You okay, old man?”

He nodded, sucking in a deep breath. “Old is right. Might only have one more level in me,” he rasped.

“That’s all you need,” I said. “We’ll make it.”

There’d been a respite from the impacts, and part of my brain wanted to believe that the incident was over. Protectorate ships at the station would have scrambled to meet the attack, and possibly destroyed the attackers. But the klaxon continued to sound, although it was mercifully muffled in the stairwell.

As we caught our breath, the footsteps below us drew nearer, and the young man puffed into view. Red-faced, he now carried the little girl, as I’d surmised. She had her arms around his neck and her head buried in his chest. Hirin and I pulled out of the way and he approached.

“Thanks,” he said to me as he passed us. “I wasn’t thinking too clearly down there.”

“Who is?” I replied, and tried to smile.

He put a hand on the door release and almost slammed into it when the door didn’t open. The little girl whimpered.

Hirin moved to help, but I had a sinking feeling I knew what was wrong. He couldn’t get it to open, either. The young man turned to look at me with wild eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

I ran a hand over my hair. “They probably locked them as part of the safety protocol,” I said. “Even a partial shield breach—”

“—and they’d automatically lock-seal,” Hirin finished.

“All the levels?” the man asked.

I looked up the stairs that spiralled away from us. “Probably, but there’s only one way to find out,” I said, and started to climb again.

 

WE WERE MORE than halfway to level 2, the docking level, when the big hit came. This one knocked me sideways, and I would have fallen without the railing. I caught it and held on. I heard Hirin shout and the young man gasp. With his arms around the girl, he had no free hand to steady himself. He’d slipped to his knees and almost toppled onto her, but Hirin caught him. I expected the girl to scream or cry but she must have been too terrified to do either. The station shields must have failed to stop the last attack. And with the shields down—

The next hit dealt real damage to the station. I felt it in the odd dichotomy of sound—a deep, physical rumble and the high squeal of protesting metal. We found out later that it had impacted level 5, the entertainment level. The same level where we’d been seated at the cafe. Although the previous assaults had been silent, this one crashed in our ears as if the world were toppling. In a sense, it was. Shut inside the stairwell, we were shielded from any view of the explosion; the side of the station fragmenting away, pulling suddenly-lifeless bodies along with it, but in my mind’s eye, I knew it was happening. The sound told me we’d been breached, and I knew what happened to living things thrown suddenly into the vacuum of space. I closed my eyes for a moment, shaken and horrified.

A hissing noise sidled up the stairwell, maleficent as a snake’s warning. Something was leaking in, or leaking out, and neither prospect cheered me in the least.

“We have to get out of this stairwell,” I said, keeping my voice as steady as I could for the sake of the child.

“If we get to the top, we might get someone to open the door,” the young man said. He’d climbed shakily to his feet again, still clutching his daughter, and started up the stairs.

Hirin and I shared a look. We both knew that if the station had been breached, no-one would be able to override the safety lock on these doors.

I started up, but pressed my ID implant, comming the ship. “Tane Ikai, is there anyone there?”

“Mother, where are you?” Maja answered instantly. She must have been waiting for us to report in.

“Stairwell, almost at the docking level,” I said. “But the doors are lock-sealed and I doubt we can get out on our own. And—” I lowered my voice and raised my arm close to my face, speaking into the implant, “—I think the stairwell’s integrity is compromised.”

“Which stairwell?” That was Rei, her voice flat and efficient.

“Near A-arm, I think, but I’m not entirely sure.”

“We’re coming.”

That was all; no discussion, no panic, no hesitation. We’re coming. I didn’t know what they’d do when they reached us, but I felt a tiny prickle of hope.

We quickly finished the climb to the landing. Hirin tried the door, although I think we all knew it was a futile gesture. It was as tightly sealed as the one on the habitat level. I saw no movement in the corridor beyond it. By this time everyone who had been trying to gain their ships had made it or given up and taken refuge on another level. The floor here trembled slightly but I thought it wasn’t more attacks—we were close to A-arm, where the Protectorate ships docked, and some of them would still be undocking to engage the enemy. They’d probably been waiting for enough crew to return to the ships.

“You might as well sit for a minute,” Hirin said to the young man. “You must be ready to drop.”

Since there was nothing I could do at the door, I turned my attention to our companions. The man looked as pale as milky chai, and his eyes were wide and wild. The little girl hadn’t loosened her hold on his neck or lifted her own head. He nodded and leaned his back against the wall, then let himself slide down it until he reached the floor. He stretched out his legs and nuzzled his daughter’s hair. “It’s okay, honey,” he murmured, looking at me as if he dared me to call him a liar. I wasn’t prepared to do that.

I knelt beside them. “My crew is on their way,” I said. I didn’t share my doubts about what they could do. I just wanted him to be as comforted as I was by the thought that someone was coming to help us. I tried to ignore the hissing in the stairwell, growing louder.

A knock on the door’s viewpane drew my attention. Rei’s face appeared, peering through at us, and she motioned us away from the door. Baden glanced in as well, frowned, and disappeared again. Whatever they had planned, I was ready to comply with their requests.

“Over this way,” I said, and the young man scooted as far from the door as he could get. He turned his body away from it, curling around the little girl to protect her. Hirin and I pressed ourselves against the far wall, but the stairwell wasn’t all that big to begin with. I hoped Rei and Baden knew what they were doing. I wanted that door open, I wanted out of here—but not at the risk of endangering anyone else. Another external hit jolted the station—smaller this time but still terrifying—and the hissing noise intensified. Or maybe I was just focused on it now. It sounded louder than the still-bleating alarm klaxon. I felt Hirin’s warm hand slide over mine, entwining our fingers. I squeezed. Thank you.

I half-expected to see curls of smoke issuing from the door, or some other breach of its integrity, but all stayed quiet and still. The suspense was, as they say, killing me. I was keyed up for something big, but nothing happened.

Until four loud thunks sounded from the door and it swung out into the corridor. Rei’s face appeared, a wide grin stretching and rippling the inky swirls of her pridattii. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

I grinned back, relief making my knees feel watery. “What took you so long?”

Hirin held a hand out to help the young man get to his feet, and he wasted no time in doing so. He swung his daughter up into his arms again. “Thank you so much,” he almost whispered, as if fear had stolen his voice.

Outside the door, Baden held his datapad and another techrig that didn’t look familiar to me. The unfamiliar one was pressed to the wall next to the door’s control pad. With a free finger, he tapped codes onto its screen.

“Should I ask?”

He glanced at me and winked. “Everybody clear?”

Hirin listened for a moment, then nodded. “We didn’t hear anyone else in the stairwell, and there’s nothing now. Better reseal it.”

“Already on it,” Baden said, and a series of clunks sounded as the lock-seals activated around the perimeter of the door.

The decking vibrated under our feet as another impact shook the station. Hirin grabbed my hand. “Time to go again,” he said, tugging me after him.

“Move, everyone,” I ordered, and caught the eye of the young man with the child. “You too. Let’s get you both somewhere safe.”

He didn’t need urging, but ran after us. I wondered belatedly, as the battle raged outside and rattled FarView, if the Tane Ikai would be the haven I hoped.

 

AS WE SPRINTED back down the docking arm corridor toward the Tane Ikai, another impact hit one of the lower levels and the overhead lights dimmed. I winced, waiting for the repaired stairwell door to burst open behind us, but it held. We rounded the curve and the Tane Ikai came into sight. Maja and Jahelia Sord stood at the airlock, Maja looking anxious, and Jahelia Sord looking—defiant? worried? Whatever it was, I’d never seen that particular expression on her before.

All along the docking arm airlocks slid shut as other ships detached, either to try and assist the station, or perhaps just hoping to put some distance between them and the fight. I wasn’t sure that was the smartest move, but everyone had to decide for themselves.

“Everybody inside,” I ordered, not wanting to stand around in the corridor talking to Sord or explaining how I’d managed to pick up a man and a little girl. “My crew, head to the bridge and be prepared in case we have to move. Everyone else, follow me to the galley.”

Surprisingly, no-one argued. I didn’t plan to go anywhere immediately—I thought the ship was as safe docked here as it was going to be in the middle of a dogfight, and I didn’t see us being a huge help with all the Protectorate ships already out there. If the worst happened and the station started to break apart—but I wouldn’t let my mind go there.

Sord and the young man followed me into the galley. The first thing I did was pull a double caff for the man and a cup of juice for the girl. “Here, sit,” I said, putting the drinks into their hands and motioning to seats at the big table. “Hold onto these. If we get a big jolt they could go flying.” Neither argued. The man took a careful sip of the caff and closed his eyes. A bit of colour came back to his cheeks.

“Where’s your ship?” I asked Sord.

“As far as I know it’s still docked,” she said, “but there’s a minor breach in that section of the C-arm and the blast doors came down. I can’t get to it.” She ran a hand through her straight, glossy hair, shattering the unruffled air she tried to project.

“You can stay here,” I said, “as long as you have to. If you need help getting back to your ship when this is over, we’ll see what we can do.”

She looked almost surprised, as if she thought she’d have to convince me to let her stay aboard. I didn’t have time to talk about that, though. I turned to the young man.

“I’m Luta Paixon, and this is my ship,” I told him. “I haven’t had a chance before this to ask your name.”

He flashed a grateful smile, which transformed his pale face from distraught to handsome. “I’m Farro Grenna, and this is my daughter, Neive,” he said.

“Do you live on FarView?”

He nodded. “Temporarily, at least. My partner moved here for work six months ago—”

His voice shuddered, and he broke off, glancing at Neive. “My partner works as a manager at one of the restaurants,” he said. “He was at work when—”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” I said, although I wasn’t sure at all. The hit had felt like it happened on one of the lower levels. If he’d been on the other side of the station and the protective airlock doors had engaged, or if he’d been in a refuge station at the time—but we obviously weren’t going to talk about those or the other possibilities in front of the child. “You can stay here on the ship as long as you need to, but we may have to disengage from the docking arm, depending on what happens.”

He nodded. “I understand. I can’t thank you enough—”

I held up a hand and smiled. “Don’t thank me yet. In fact, no thanks necessary at all. Just make yourselves comfortable in here, all right? I have to go and talk to my crew and see what the situation is.”

The ship shuddered, sloshing the liquids in their cups a little, but they didn’t spill. “I know this is scary, but I’m sure it will be over soon,” I told the girl, leaning down to her eye level and putting on my brightest smile.

Farro nodded again. Neive looked up at me and spoke the first words I’d heard her say. “Do you have any cookies?”

Farro tried to shush her, but I smiled and nodded. “I think I do.” In the cupboard under the scrubber there was a container of the crunchy solanto cookies Cerevare Brindlepaw had taught us how to make. Rei had proven herself able to duplicate the Lobor’s recipe with great accuracy, and they’d become a crew favourite; brown-sugar-sweet, flavoured with roga-nut spice from the planet Renata, and drizzled with a sweet glaze.

I put two on a plate for the girl. Her father tried to remonstrate but I shook my head. In the midst of the frightening things that were happening, a couple of cookies was the least I could do.

Then I left them, motioning for Sord to follow me to the bridge. “Have you heard from Sedmamin?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “I thought I saw him the first day I arrived, but it was across the hub and I wasn’t sure. Nothing since then.”

I couldn’t believe I was worried about the man who’d caused me so much grief, but if he’d been caught in the explosion—whatever he’d had to offer us to help against the Chron would be gone, too.

“Well, let’s hope he’s safe, or we’re both out of a job,” I said, but the humour didn’t really work. My mind constructed horrible images of the station levels below us. I felt like I couldn’t pull enough air into my lungs. The tourists. The families. People going about their daily business or having some fun. A bustling little microcosm of life the way it was all through Nearspace.

On the bridge, everyone sat expectantly waiting for me, looking either worried, nervous, or both. I got my first glimpse, out the front viewscreen, of the scene outside the station. Small Chron ships—for they were Chron, the ships matched the configuration of the ones we’d seen before—buzzed around the station like angry hornets, launching torp-like missiles and occasional particle-beam blasts. A clutch of Protectorate fighters and at least one Pegasus-class vessel, like Lanar’s, harried them, trying to drive them off or destroy them. But the Protectorate ships were hampered by their need to keep the station safe, so they had to aim with care.

From this vantage point on the docking arm, the damage to the lower level was horribly obvious. Debris floated in a tumbling, lazy spray beyond a gaping hole in the station’s outer wall. A shimmer of yellowish light shone in the dark hole like a beacon, the emergency field straining to stay intact every time the shields suffered another impact. I forced my eyes away from the debris, not wanting to identify bodies, which surely formed part of the mess. From the three docking arms, ships of various types disengaged, moving away from the station, whether to join the fray or distance themselves from it. Lights on some levels dimmed as I watched, as energy reserves were diverted to power the shields.

I had never felt Yuskeya’s and Viss’s absence as keenly as I did in that moment. The world was tumbling to pieces around us and two of the keys to my crew were absent. Maja sat, looking a little paler than usual, at the nav board, and Hirin was at the unofficial “security” station—that is, looking after the weapons that we’d never really needed a designated board for in previous years. The engineering board was conspicuously empty.

Jahelia Sord said, more humbly than I’d ever heard her speak, “Captain? With your permission, I can sub in at the engineering board if you need me to.”

I hoped my surprise didn’t show in my face and raised an eyebrow. “Your qualifications? I’ve seen your Protectorate Academy records, and I don’t remember an engineering credit.”

Hirin also stared at her, waiting to see what I’d say.

She grinned and held up thumb and forefinger almost touching. “I was this close to finishing the course when I left the Academy, and I’ve got . . . a few years of experience under my belt since then.” She glanced at the others and then winked at Hirin. “I’ll bet Gramps would say experience is the better teacher anyway.”

Surprising me, Hirin grinned. “Your call, Captain. But she does have a point.”

I wondered briefly what Viss would say—I shuddered to imagine, actually—and then nodded. “If you break my ship—”

“I’m aboard her, too, and you know how I like to look out for myself,” she assured me, and slid into place at the board. It felt oddly comforting just to see the seat filled.

A blossom of energy and debris bloomed against the dark backdrop of space as a Protectorate fighter took out one of the Chron ships.

“I count six Chron left, and ten Protectorate ships,” Baden said. “We have the numbers on our side. If they don’t run soon the Protectorate will just keep picking them off.”

“But they can still do more damage before that,” Maja said, her eyes riveted on the viewscreen.

“Ten to six isn’t exactly insurmountable odds,” Jahelia Sord said. “You’ve got weapons, should we be going to help?”

“We’re not a fighter, we’re a far trader,” I said, perhaps a little too sharply. “We can defend ourselves, but we don’t have the maneuverability. We don’t want to be a hindrance, more civilians for the Protectorate to worry about.” Truthfully, disengaging and going to help had been my first instinct as well, but practicality kept me from doing anything about it. What I’d said was true; the Tane Ikai wasn’t built for dogfighting, although we could hold our own when necessary. And now I had Farro and Neive to think about, too. They’d already been thrown into danger through no fault of their own.

But the Chron made no move to retreat, apparently determined, as Maja said, to simply do as much damage as they could. I watched another torpedo sing toward the station’s central spire. The shields flared a protective blue and the torpedo detonated harmlessly. The yellow repair field flickered but held.

For every few that were foiled, one got through. Another tremble ran through the ship, as an impact erupted on the main hub’s docking level and the energy dissipated through the station and out along the docking arms, but it felt less violent than earlier ones. I sat down in my chair and switched the servos on to massage my back. I could practically feel them bumping over the tension knots in my muscles.

And then they hit us with the big one.
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MY STOMACH DROPPED along with the launch as we left the relative safety of the Cheswick and plummeted down toward the alien city. Cerevare Brindlepaw had assured me we were perfectly safe, but I was keenly aware of descending into the environs of our enemies—or at least the close descendants of our enemies. That this particular sect claimed to seek peace and friendship was comforting, but a lifetime of conditioning had instilled fear into the very word Chron. I resolved to think of these Chron, the peaceful variety, from now on only as Relidae, the way Professor Brindlepaw identified them. The names Chron and Pitromae could stay reserved in my mind for those who sought to harm us.

This side of the planet lay under the blanketing shadow of nighttime, and the flickering glow of lights showed only small inhabited regions compared to a planet like Earth or even Mars. That made sense for a breakaway segment of the race that had separated from its more aggressive counterparts and sought a peaceful existence away from the home world. From the height of the Cheswick, the planet showed green and umber, suggesting deserts and oases rather than the watery blue globe of Earth. I expected the water was there—the Chron were not so different from us that they could survive without water. Our oldest investigations into their species, by way of tests performed on the few corpses left to us as a legacy of the Chron war, had provided that much information.

“Could be a Nearspace planet, coming in at night like this,” Linna Drake observed.

I startled out of my reverie. “It could be, at that,” I agreed. “Let’s hope we get a Nearspace-type welcome.”

She turned her head just enough to observe me out of one eye. “Expecting trouble? You might have warned me.”

I shook my head. “Not expecting, no. But . . . wary.”

“You could have said. There’s such a thing as playing things too close to your chest.”

“Just drive, Drake,” I said, and she laughed.

Viss Feron cleared his throat. “Without saying too much, let me assure you that we’re not without . . . options,” he said. He didn’t look at me directly.

I opened my mouth to say something, but realized that although I’d specifically told him not to bring weapons to the surface, that still left options. Viss was a man who thought outside the box. I closed my mouth. Brindlepaw hadn’t warned against it, after all.

Instead I said to Drake, “Ping Professor Brindlepaw again, would you? I want her to know we’re getting close, in case there’s anyone she needs to notify. I’m not in the mood to be shot down as an unidentified hostile.”

“Just wary, right,” she snorted, but she put the message through.

“Admiral, you are cleared to land,” Brindlepaw said. I punched up the video on my datapad, and her furred face appeared, liquid canine eyes bright and upright ears pricked forward. She smiled in greeting. “All necessary authorities have been alerted, and you should encounter no difficulties.”

“Good to know, Professor,” I acknowledged. “We’ll see you shortly, then.”

We came in over the city from the west, wary of dipping too low until we could gauge the height of buildings. A few other flying vehicles crossed the sky at lower altitudes, and the roadways below were also quiet. I wondered just how late at night it was, here. Although the darkness masked details, the city followed the usual structure of transportation ways networked through developed sectors. The lights that glowed in the windows were not the yellow burn that harkened back to candlelight, but ranging through blues and greens, spotted with dots of purer white. Blocks of buildings, too, showed subtle differences. There were few discrete structures; buildings crowded close together, as if a tall glass structure might share the lower part of a wall with a shorter, distinctly different building. And instead of generally square and rectangular shapes, many structures featured upward-sweeping rooflines or odd, irregular architectures. I wondered if the style was influenced by the Chron’s highly individuated bone crests.

The coordinates Brindlepaw had sent carried us down to a wide landing area in front of an impressive building. Two glass-fronted sections shaped like soaring cathedral windows anchored a taller, slender, central connecting segment. Greenish light shone from the windows—or was the glass tinted? Low, neat hedges of pale green leaves lined the sides of the landing area, and an inlaid stone walkway led from it to the front of the building. The landing pad glowed with luminescent markings similar to the few examples of written language the Chron war had left with us.

As we descended, I made out three forms standing just outside the obvious doors of one of the cathedral ends of the building. A human, a Lobor, and, I guessed, a Chron. A Relidae, I corrected myself. As vehemently as Luta had assured me of their good intentions, I still felt a clench of fear in my gut as I recognized the form. It stood relaxed, hands clasped behind its back. The Lobor—obviously Professor Brindlepaw—lifted a hand in greeting, and the human did as well. As soon as the viridian light fell across her face, I knew it was Yuskeya Blue, and the fear was replaced by a warm rush of relief. She was safe.

“Shall I stay with the shuttle?” Linna Drake asked as we settled down on the landing pad and she cut the engines.

“No, come along,” I said. “I doubt anyone’s going to make off with the launch, and you might as well take in as much of this as you can. We’re going to be writing reports forever about this meeting.”

She grimaced, then nodded and unbuckled, waiting for me and then Viss to exit the ship before following. I thought she locked it up behind us.

My first breath of the alien air was . . . strange. The night had, presumably, lent a coolness that it might not have held during the daytime, but it was desert-dry as well. Unusual scents, like cooking spices from a foreign culture, wafted on the breeze, neither appetizing nor repulsive, merely different. Like the planet itself, the air seemed green and brown—it managed to hold the dusty scent of desert and sand, and verdant growth, at the same time.

Yuskeya and Professor Brindlepaw had started toward us, although the Relidae held back, waiting. Yuskeya reached us first and saluted. She wore a yellow tunic-like blouse that fell past her hips and narrow-legged grey pants tucked into soft boots. Although I knew she wouldn’t have been in Protectorate uniform aboard the Tane Ikai, I didn’t think these were her own clothes. Since she’d been here several days now, I supposed it made sense that she’d have had to find something else to wear.

“Admiralo, it’s good to see you,” she said. Although her face remained calm, I read relief and pleasure in her dark eyes. And perhaps something else, but I couldn’t identify it in the half-dark. “Commander Drake,” she added with a smile, and shook Linna’s hand. Then she abandoned Protectorate reserve and threw herself into Viss Feron’s arms. His circled her in a tight embrace and I saw her close her eyes.

The Lobor came forward and extended a hand, and I pulled my attention away from Yuskeya and Viss. The professor had come here with no personal belongings, so her clothes were not the flowing shirt and billowy trousers favoured by Lobors. Instead she wore a pale, narrow tunic like Yuskeya’s and a long purplish skirt. I wondered if she’d had trouble finding clothes, considering the differences in Lobor and Relidae physiology. As Luta had told the story, Cerevare Brindlepaw hadn’t had time to retrieve her things from the Tane Ikai when she’d made the decision to stay with the Relidae. It struck me again what a remarkable choice she’d made.

I shook the offered hand, mentally preparing myself for the unnerving heat the wolf-like aliens radiated. “No difficulties, Admiral?” she asked, her voice carrying a pleasant lilt that both the hastily recorded message and our recent communications had hidden.

“None, thank you, Professor.”

“Come and meet our host,” she said, and turned her soft-footed, almost bouncing gait to return to the lone Relidae who had followed Cerevare partway and then stopped to allow us to greet each other.

Bemused, I followed. It was all so natural, so casual—I could have been meeting a foreign delegate from any Nearspace planet. And yet I was about to meet one of the most feared creatures ever to have haunted a Nearspace child’s nightmares. The Relidae who awaited us stood a little taller than my six feet. Light washed out of the windows, revealing pale mauve chitinous plates that molded the alien’s face, creating an alien geometry of linear planes and angles. These morphed into a sweeping, almost crenellated bone crest. The head was hairless. Deep-set blue-green eyes with diagonally slitted pupils watched us approach, unreadable in shadowed eye sockets. They—no gender was obvious—wore plain dark pants and a blue thigh-length tunic with slitted side seams. White symbols proclaimed something over the right breast of the tunic, below a crest that looked a bit like an elongated yin/yang.

As I neared, the alien stepped forward and held out a hand in greeting—I assumed Cerevare Brindlepaw had taught it the familiar Nearspace handshaking ritual. I took it solemnly, careful not to flinch from the odd combination of soft, fleshy palm and the harder, chitinous plates my fingers brushed on the back of the hand. The Relidae chatter-whistled something completely unintelligible as it squeezed my hand in a firm grip before releasing it. Then, to my surprise, they smiled.

Professor Brindlepaw came to my rescue. “This is Den-Aldar. He is one of the first Relidae I met, and has been so much help to me in beginning to learn their language. He says,” she hesitated only a moment, “you are welcome to Tabalo, and an honoured guest of the Relidae.”

The Relidae must have understood the Lobor, because his smile widened and he gestured toward the building with a hand.

We followed him into the building. Yuskeya and Viss dropped back to walk beside me.

“Viss says everyone from the Tane Ikai is all right,” she said in a low voice thick with relief. “When you didn’t mention anything to Cerevare—”

“Dio, I’m sorry,” I said. “It didn’t occur to me that you wouldn’t know. Yes, everyone’s fine. They made it back to Nearspace safely, and that’s how we knew to come for you.”

Yuskeya smiled. “I wouldn’t have been surprised to see the Tane Ikai coming back for us herself.”

I chuckled. “Luta would have, but I dissuaded her. The Council wanted an official but unobtrusive ‘rescue’ mission anyway.”

“I wouldn’t blame Luta for not wanting to come back here too soon,” she said. “Her last visit wasn’t exactly fun.”

We’d arrived at the door to the building, a cathedral domed shape that echoed the larger building’s outline. I was surprised when it did not slide or swing in any direction, but merely dematerialized when the Relidae put a hand near it. I threw a glance at Yuskeya and she nodded.

“Their tech—some of it is amazing,” she said. “We have to find a way to keep the other Chron from getting to Nearspace, sir, because we won’t stand a chance against some of it.”

Inside, the entryway opened into a large space on the left, obviously used for social gatherings. Bench seats covered with soft-looking fabrics, in muted shades that echoed the Relidae skin tones, offered seating. Long, tapering spindles glowed dimly above the room, suspended from the high ceiling by gossamer filaments. In the low light, the glass front wall offered a shadowy glimpse of the outside world.

Den-Aldar gestured across the room to an open doorway, and motioned for us to follow him.

“His office is there,” Cerevare told us. “Den-Aldar is the administrative head of Tabalo. They govern by a modified sortition, so his title doesn’t have a direct translation. The closest I can come is ‘Legate.’”

I nodded as we entered a roomy office with plenty of seating. There was no desk, although a credenza stood against one wall, littered with what I assumed was the Relidae version of office clutter. Den-Aldar took a chair and gestured for us to sit. He said something to Cerevare and she relayed to us.

“The Legate wants me to explain about Ambassador Andresson,” she said. “She was injured just before we left the Corvid station—while we were getting on the ship to take us out of there. The station took a heavy hit and she fell, and a section of wall toppled onto her.”

“How is she?” I asked. “I wondered what had happened when you said she couldn’t travel right away.”

The Lobor looked discomfited, her ears tilting back. “Perhaps I should have explained more. She is recovering well under a doctor’s care here, but the doctor advises another day or two of rest before she’s moved.”

The delay was disappointing, but I nodded. “Of course, if that’s what’s best.” I was suddenly very glad I’d sent the message to Regina via the Corvids.

Den-Aldar chirp-whistled another few sentences to Cerevare, who nodded.

“In the meantime, you are welcome to stay in accommodations here, or return to your ship,” she continued. “Den-Aldar hopes you and some of your crew will attend a reception tomorrow afternoon. He has several matters to discuss with you, but since it’s late tonight he thinks it can wait until then.”

“Please give the Legate our thanks,” I told her, nodding to Den-Aldar to acknowledge his offer as best I could. “I think Commander Drake and I should return to the ship so I can let the crew know the situation.” I looked to Viss, who sat next to Yuskeya, holding her hand.

“He’ll stay here, with me,” Yuskeya said, not waiting for Viss to speak. “I want to show him around tomorrow.”

I smiled. “Sure. I’d like to visit the ambassador tomorrow, if I may. Professor Brindlepaw, would you message me when it’s appropriate to come?”

The Lobor smiled. “I’ll be happy to. You’ll want to see Emar and Jolah, too.” Obviously, their shared adventure had made friends of the professor and the Protectorate officers she’d helped rescue.

With little else that needed discussion, Linna Drake and I soon found ourselves lifting off in the launch alone. As the sparse lights of the city disappeared below us, she blew out a sigh.

“I still can’t believe that I just met a Chron. And he seemed like a nice guy,” she said.

“He did. And I think they deliberately just made it him and us. Casual, welcoming.”

“The professor knows how anyone from Nearspace is going to feel about them at first. She’s probably advising him, and he’s listening. Smart guy.”

I looked down at the lights disappearing below us. “But I don’t like this delay. I thought we’d make a quicker turnaround.”

She looked across at me. “You think there’s something they’re not saying?”

I shook my head. “It’s not that. Fleet Commander Holles will be worrying when we’re not back. The run into the Corvid system should have been a couple of days at most.”

“What about the message you sent her? Did you tell her we had to go into Chron space to get them?”

I felt my face warm and hoped the semi-darkness inside the launch cabin masked the flush. “I told her they’d been taken to a nearby planet for safety. I didn’t exactly say, ‘Chron space.’”

Linna Drake grinned, not looking at me. “Wow, withholding information from a superior officer. And Regina Holles, at that. At least you got to visit an alien planet before your court-martial.”

“Just drive, Drake,” I said, but I could still feel her smiling all the way back to the Cheswick.

 

I WAS READY in the morning when Cerevare’s message came in. We had a small group of officers on board who had either diplomatic training or experience, so I’d briefed three of them to come down to the surface with me. Linna Drake would pilot us again, since she’d been there last night. The whole thing made me nervous, though—this was not the mission we’d set out on. The rumour of PrimeCorp’s hand in starting the first Chron war cycled through my mind at annoyingly regular intervals. I didn’t want any misstep on our part to put the Cheswick in the same situation.

The weather was auspicious as we arrived back in the city, however. The buildings that had looked mysterious under the shroud of night still appeared alien in bright sunshine, certainly—but no more different than any of the various styles that cropped up around Nearspace. We set down in the same courtyard as the night before, and Cerevare, Yuskeya, and Viss were there to meet us.

“Admiral, it’s good to see you back,” the professor said as I stepped down out of the launch. “I’ve arranged to take you to see the ambassador, and Yuskeya will show your crew members some of the city. Then we’ll meet back here. Is that all right?”

“That sounds perfect,” I said, although I felt a momentary trepidation at being separated. I told myself that was silly. I could trust Yuskeya to look after everyone else.

Cerevare and I crossed to a smaller, flitter-type vehicle parked at the other edge of the courtyard. Its vaguely insect-like shape, with a long sloping front and twisting, spindly-looking legs, gave me another of those gut-twitching moments of revulsion. When a side door slid open and a smiling Relidae motioned us inside, however, it dissipated.

We lifted off smoothly and flew low over the city. Raised monorails, which I hadn’t noticed last night but had seen as we descended this morning, sped their passengers along at extraordinary speeds. Below on the streets, other vehicles moved at a more leisurely pace, and pedestrians filled sliding walkways. We passed a few other flitters as well. It was all so utterly like any Nearspace city I’d ever visited that I began to relax.

We touched down on the roof of the medical building, and Cerevare led me to an elevator. I could say if you’ve seen one hospital, you’ve seen them all, and it wouldn’t be far wrong. The smells were different and yet still suggestive of antiseptics and medicines. The hallways were characterized by muted colours and voices. Relidae medical personnel wore pale green uniforms as they hurried about and consulted one another. I wished I could understand their clicking, whistling language. It was the one thing that kept me at bay and made me feel like a true outsider.

Cerevare knocked on a half-open door and stuck her head inside. “Feel like visitors?” she asked.

A faint female voice from inside said in welcome Esper, “Certainly! Come in, Professor!”

I followed Cerevare into the room. A pale blue light suffused it, although a window in the far wall allowed sunlight to pool on the floor inside as well. The bed was set at a full-body slant, partially covered by a clear half-dome on which readouts and statistics flickered. On the wall above the bed, a full electronic panel displayed much more information, in the curving symbols of Chron script.

I knew Ambassador Bele Andresson by sight, with her slight build and fall of dark hair, now spread across a pillow. Her skin, always pale, looked almost translucent in the room’s lighting. I wondered if her condition was worse than Cerevare had intimated. No wonder the Relidae doctors were advising against moving her. Tiny electrodes on thin, hair-like filaments scattered along her hairline and along her bare arms, which lay atop a daffodil-yellow sheet. A smaller panel curved up from the side of the bed and covered her midsection.

She smiled when she saw me. “Admiral . . . Mahane, isn’t it? Excuse me if I don’t get up.”

Although her voice still sounded frail, she looked cheerful enough, and her blue eyes were bright.

“No need, Ambassador. I can see you’re a little busy. Professor Brindlepaw tells me you’re on the mend.” I smiled, and she lifted a hand for me to shake. Her grip was firmer and stronger than I’d expected.

Ambassador Andresson nodded. “That’s what they tell me. And I believe I have your sister to thank for that.”

“Luta?” I didn’t catch her meaning. “In what way?”

Before she could explain, though, a tall alien entered the room. Dressed in the green uniform of the medical personnel, this one had camel-coloured skin and a ridged and knobbly parietal crest. It smiled at me, deep brown eyes examining me closely. Then it spoke to Cerevare in a quick series of whistles and chirps. She nodded.

“Admiral, this is Doctor Chy-Loren. She’s the doctor who helped Luta when we were on the Relidae station. She says to please give your sister her regards when you see her.”

I put out a hand and the doctor shook it. The sensation of those smooth, seemingly jointless fingers was a bit unsettling, but I didn’t pull away. “Tell her I’m very grateful to her for helping Luta.”

The doctor didn’t wait for Cerevare’s translation, but nodded as if she understood me.

“This is what I meant about Luta,” Ambassador Andresson said. “Because Dr. Chy-Loren had treated Luta on the station, she knew much more about human physiology than she would have, otherwise. That knowledge allowed her to quickly figure out what internal injuries I’d suffered, and how to treat them.”

The doctor chirped something to the ambassador, who laughed and said, “Indeed.” I stared, not understanding how they could possibly communicate so easily. The ambassador had been with the Relidae for even less time than Cerevare had, and the Lobor had intimated that her command of the language was still rudimentary.

My confusion must have been evident, because Cerevare said, “Oh! I forgot to give this to you.” From a pocket in her skirt, the professor withdrew a small disc, with a short tube, perhaps six inches in length, attached. It looked like something a techdog hacker might put together—functional, perhaps, but not polished or mass-produced. She offered it to me and explained.

“It is a rudimentary translator,” she said. “We began working on them soon after I arrived, because we could see the future necessity for a way to communicate with Nearspace folk. They already had the trans-cymatics sound library and the language database from . . . from long ago,” she said delicately, obviously loath to mention the Chron war. Perhaps they were sensitive about it. “So, with my help and the files from Jahelia Sord’s datapad, we’ve been able to correlate and update the translator so it works reasonably well. It was not a full database to start with, and both languages have certainly changed over the course of a century and a half, but it will allow you to converse with a minimum of difficulty, and without the need for my stumbling translations.”

I accepted the gadget and immediately thought to attach it somehow to my ID implant, but Cerevare put a warm hand on my arm. “It actually goes in your ear,” she said. “The disc can adhere behind it, and the flange on the end of the tube should fit reasonably well into your ear. Don’t push it in too far,” she cautioned with a smile. “The disc contains a pickup device, so it will ‘hear’ what’s being said and feed the translation into your ear.”

I noticed, now that I looked closely, the clear tube running from the ambassador’s ear into the dark hair behind it. So that explained her ready conversation with the doctor. Since the Relidae had no obvious ears, I wondered how it worked in reverse, and asked Cerevare.

She said something to Dr. Chy-Loren, and she smiled and bent her head forward. I spotted a similar disc tucked inside the hollow of the bone crest, near the back. I assumed that the vibrations must resonate through the hard crest via bone conduction.

I tucked the small, flexible flange inside my ear and jumped. The murmur of whistles and chattery noises forming the hum of the hospital’s background noise resolved into conversation fragments—all in Cerevare Brindlepaw’s voice. I caught only bits of the dialogue, but suddenly it was like being in any Nearspace building, with an added background of bird and small animal sounds. I looked back at the professor in surprise, and she grinned.

“I forgot to tell you, Admiral, that mine is the voice you will hear. Naturally, there are no other Esper speakers to provide the translated words. It will likely be a bit disconcerting at first, but I hope you’ll soon get used to it.”

I chuckled. “I hadn’t thought of that. Yes, it gave me a bit of a start. But it makes sense.”

The doctor had moved to examine the information on the wall display, occasionally tapping one or another of the lines of data. “The professor tells me you should be up and about in another couple of days,” I said to Ambassador Andresson.

She nodded. “The doctor confirmed that this morning, so long as nothing else crops up.” She motioned me closer, and when I leaned over her, she whispered, “Between you and me, I’ll be glad to get to the galley on your ship, Admiral. The care has been wonderful here, but the food is not to my taste.”

“I’ll see that we have something particularly good for your first meal aboard, then,” I said with a grin.

“Admiral, we should get underway,” Cerevare said. “The reception will be starting in a bit, and I believe Den-Aldar wanted to speak with you privately first.”

I gave the ambassador my hand again. “I’ll see you soon, Ambassador. It looks like you’re receiving excellent care.”

She nodded and smiled. “I’m sorry to delay everyone.”

“Not at all. We’re just glad you’re all right.”

The flight back was as pleasant as the one to the hospital, and I watched the intriguing and unfamiliar city unroll beneath us. No-one waited outside for us this time, although citizens crossed the square on various errands. Cerevare and I walked alone to the building. Inside, a few Relidae moved around the room we’d passed through last night, obviously preparing it for the reception later. They greeted Cerevare but didn’t make conversation. On our foray to the hospital I had begun to understand the wide range of colourations Relidae could have, and it was borne out here as well. One had caramel-coloured skin peppered with small bluish dots, and one a slightly deeper mauve than Den-Aldar. A third was shorter than the other two, with deep brown skin and an impressively elaborate bone-crest that flared upwards and out to each side. A fourth, teal-skinned Relidae emerged from a door in the back of the room, bearing a tray full of glasses, rounded like the bowls of wineglasses but without the tall stems.

The door to Den-Aldar’s office was closed this time, but swung open as the professor raised her furred hand to knock. The tall alien smiled a greeting and motioned us inside.

“Admiral Mahane has his translator,” Cerevare told him, and Den-Aldar smiled and answered. After only a slight delay, the professor’s voice in my ear said, “Excellent.”

The Legate motioned us to a grouping of chairs in one corner. They clustered around a low table bearing a tray set with glasses of deep amber liquid. I looked to the Lobor historian with a question. She nodded and a smile stretched over her muzzle.

“It is both safe, and generally agreeable to humans,” she said. “Not so much to the Lobor palate, but we have discovered other drinks that I can enjoy.”

I raised one of the glasses to my lips, sipping tentatively at the drink. It was surprisingly warm, and held hints of peach and mint, along with a flavour that was unlike anything I’d tasted before. It was, as Brindlepaw had suggested, quite agreeable. Den-Aldar poured a pale raspberry-coloured drink from another carafe and handed it to Cerevare.

“Admiral,” Cerevare said, “the Legate and I agree that it is vital for the safety of Nearspace that you understand what is happening with their Chron counterparts, the Pitromae. They currently pose a grave threat to Nearspace.”

Den-Aldar clasped his long-fingered hands in his lap and spoke in a rapid string of Relidae. The translator lagged only a few seconds behind before feeding the Esper translation into my ear. “Jk-kaa’lin Mahane, we are gravely concerned about the actions and intentions of the broken ones,” the voice of Cerevare Brindlepaw said into my ear.

I nodded. “Please tell me more.”

“We intercept some of their transmissions,” Den-Aldar continued. “That is how we knew of the plan to attack the Corvid station.”

The alien’s use of the word “Corvid” startled me, until I realized that Cerevare Brindlepaw would have provided it.

“We also knew from their chatter that your envoys were present and could be in danger, so Honoured Cerevare was concerned for their safety. Although we could do nothing to thwart their plan, we knew that if we were present, we could assist in the defence of the station and possibly be of other assistance. As we ultimately were,” he said.

Cerevare looked at me, obviously anxious to know how the translation system was working.

“We are very grateful for your help, and the kindness you have shown our people,” I said. “We will be relieved to bring them home with us. But we do fear for the continued safety of Nearspace.”

He nodded. “As you should. The broken ones have plans to further harass your worlds, but the true threat comes from within your own borders.”

“What do you mean?” I felt a prickle across my scalp and the hairs rise on the back of my neck.

“The broken ones work in concert with the first explorers. They have made ink-luk’cha with them.”

I shook my head as the word failed to translate and the Relidae’s voice filled in the spot where no word of Cerevare’s matched. I also didn’t know who the “first explorers” were.

Cerevare asked, “What is it?”

I told her the word problem, repeating what I’d heard inexpertly but well enough that she nodded. She pulled out her datapad and consulted it, flicking through a few screens, and scanning them intently. “It means a reciprocal agreement, I believe, but it’s more nuanced than just a ‘deal’,” she said finally. “It’s a deal between equals, where there’s no power differential.”

“So, who are the first explorers?”

She exchanged a few words with Den-Aldar in the Chron language, tapped her screen again, and showed him the display. He nodded. The Lobor turned the datapad so I could see the PrimeCorp logo displayed there. The letters P and C bracketed a stylized atom with a red nucleus, underscored by a dark red line.

“The first explorers are the ones who made first contact with the Chron back before the Chron war in Nearspace,” Cerevare confirmed. “PrimeCorp.”

I swallowed. There it was. First-hand confirmation.

I turned back to the Relidae. “And what have the first explorers agreed to give them in return?”

“We know of only one thing for certain.” The tall Relidae looked grave, the chitinous plates on his face cast in sharp relief. “Us.”

 

DEN-ALDAR’S ANSWER momentarily confused me. “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said slowly, giving the translation program lots of time to keep up with what I was saying. “PrimeCorp is going to deliver you to the—broken ones? The Pitromae?”

The tall Relidae nodded again. I set my drink down on the table between us. Pleasant at first, after a few sips it had tasted overpoweringly sweet.

“You may know that our society suffered a break—a rift—many years ago,” Den-Aldar said. He spoke with care, allowing the translation program time to work. “It became increasingly clear to some that the aggressive intentions of many in our culture was damaging to us as a whole—many needs of the larger society went unmet to fuel ongoing conquests. There were those who did not share the desire or need to participate in the conquest of other worlds and peoples.”

He sighed, a very human sound that needed no translation. “I will not bore you with a long tale of how our people foundered on these shoals of discontent and strife. There was war among us—civil war, you would call it—and for a time all that aggression and need for conquest was directed inward, to our own people. Eventually, a portion of the society, calling themselves Relidae, or ‘seekers after peace,’ left the homeworld in search of new places to settle. They thought that, if they could not change the minds of the broken ones, at least they could remove themselves from that life.” He swept a hand outward in an encompassing gesture. “They were the ancestors of all who live on Tabalo, and some other planets as well.”

“And that was only a small number of the Chr—of your people?” I asked.

“Somewhat less than half the population of our home world left it when the rift occurred,” the Relidae said.

“But your population has grown. The colony on Tabalo seems large, and my sister mentioned the orbital station you’ve built, as well.”

He shrugged. “The population of the Pitromae has grown as well in the time we have been separate. And they have not forgotten us, as we might have hoped.”

“Sometimes problems aren’t left behind—they follow you,” I said.

Den-Aldar nodded. “The Pitromae eventually couldn’t abide the notion that we had separated ourselves from them. We were no longer true to our species, in their eyes, and the same compulsion to overcome other beings drove them to come after us again.” The Relidae smiled, the chitinous plates on his face sliding and shifting. “I believe your colloquialism is ‘a thorn in the side.’ Our existence, apart from them and pursuing a different way of life, irks them, and now they have determined to do something about it.”

I frowned. “But there’s still something I don’t understand,” I said. “The Pitromae seem determined to attack Nearspace again, maybe even start another all-out war. The Corvids say they can hardly hold them back any longer. Why would they take on two enemies at the same time? It would make more sense to unify themselves—or deal with your people in whatever way they plan to—before taking on Nearspace, too.”

Den-Aldar sipped his drink. “But that is the thing,” he said. “Once we realized their threat to us was real, we took action to defend ourselves. We have infiltrated some of their ships; we monitor their messages. That is how we knew to go to the Corvid system and help the aliens there. How we knew your people were there, apparently consulting with them. It is also how we know this: the war against your Nearspace may not be what it seems.”

“In what way?”

The Relidae canted his head from side to side. “I cannot say for sure. On one hand, it seems to be a plan of harrying attacks only, mounted in order to fulfill an agreement with the PrimeCorp.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my legs. This was what Harle had suspected, but I wanted the Relidae’s take on it. “What would be the point of that? PrimeCorp stands to suffer as much as anyone if Nearspace comes under attack. Why would they orchestrate such a thing?”

At that, Den-Aldar had run out of answers. He lifted his hands, palms up. “That, we do not know. The PrimeCorp must have reasons for wanting to cause fear and distress among your people. They have recruited the Pitromae to their cause. To all appearances, the PrimeCorp intends it to be only a minor incursion. Almost, a distraction. The Pitromae will leave Nearspace alone once the terms of the agreement have been met.”

“When PrimeCorp helps them defeat you,” I said.

He sucked in a breath. “There is more than that—some technology exchange is hinted at. But that is all we know.”

I wanted to race back to my ship and head to Nearspace to tell Harle he was right and let Regina know that maybe the threat was not as dire as we feared. But that flash of relief faded quickly. If the safety of Nearspace was built upon the destruction—or at the very least, subjugation—of these Relidae, who had shown themselves more than once, now, to be our allies, it was not acceptable. No matter what technology PrimeCorp was getting from the Chron, even if it would be positive for Nearspace, the price was too high.

Before I could say anything, the Relidae went on. “But understand: the Pitromae cannot be trusted. Their word, even in ink-luk’cha, is suspect. They will alter their plans without notice if they have reason to change their minds. Whatever agreements the PrimeCorp has made with them—” he spread his hands again. “They may find things do not proceed as they planned.”

I thought it might serve PrimeCorp right to be double-crossed, but not if it meant Nearspace suffered.

“I’ll be ready to testify against PrimeCorp when I return to Nearspace,” Cerevare Brindlepaw said, her dark eyes flashing. “I know all the individuals involved in starting the Chron war are long dead by now, but there must be some way to hold the corporation accountable—”

“Whoa,” I said, holding up a hand. “Den-Aldar said PrimeCorp made first contact, but starting the war? Luta said you thought something like that, but—” I felt myself almost start to rise from my seat, an involuntary motion, and made my body settle back. Honestly, I’d discounted the idea as too far-fetched. Something that Cerevare had misunderstood. If I’d thought myself immune to surprise about anything PrimeCorp might do, I’d been wrong.

Cerevare flicked her left ear in agitation, reminding me sharply of Harle Southwind. What was my old friend going to think of all this? He’d wanted information about PrimeCorp—well, I was certainly going to be able to deliver on that request.

“The Relidae have been remarkably open in letting me study their historical documents since I’ve been here,” she said. “Although it’s been slow going, since everything has to be translated as I go. I suppose,” she said with a hint of irony, “I do have to thank PrimeCorp for that. Without them, we wouldn’t have that handy dictionary that has made it possible for our communication attempts to progress so far, so quickly.”

“I doubt they ever intended it to be used by anyone but themselves,” I said, “so you probably don’t have to feel too indebted to them.”

She smiled. “True. At any rate, in the documentation, it’s plainly recorded that the Chron war with Nearspace was a direct result of PrimeCorp’s contact with the Chron. An interaction that was outside Nearspace’s accepted rules for first contact.”

“They were directly responsible?”

Cerevare Brindlepaw nodded. “According to the records—and what Den-Aldar and his people have always known or believed to be true, PrimeCorp was the first to make contact with the Chron. It happened in a system PrimeCorp had discovered and explored, but obviously never reported to the Council.

“We didn’t know, however, that there was some experimental trade between PrimeCorp and the Chron,” the Lobor professor continued. “It was apparently a tentative relationship, although there was enough communication to allow the development of the dictionary. I don’t know what the Chron would have wanted from PrimeCorp, and the records don’t say. But it doesn’t take much imagination to see what PrimeCorp saw—the vast possibilities of alien technology.”

I laced my fingers together tightly, fighting down my anger. “I can’t believe they could do something so dangerous. They put all of Nearspace at risk.”

Cerevare sighed. “I’m sure they didn’t envision their actions posing any threat to the safety or security of Nearspace. They saw a golden business opportunity; a chance to pull far ahead of any of their corporate competition. But that’s PrimeCorp—thinking they are always right, can do no wrong.”

“What did go wrong? Do we know?”

Den-Aldar took up the narrative. “We do not know for certain what happened between the two parties—in some accounts the PrimeCorp caused the destruction of one of our traders and all aboard it; in others, it was an accusation by our people that they were being cheated. Whatever the truth, it led to hostilities between the sides, and when your people retreated to Nearspace, our ancestors followed them.” He made that odd head shake again. “And then there was no stopping them. They saw the wealth and resources of your worlds and their aggressive, conquering nature took over. Only when they were physically stopped from entering Nearspace would they give up the fight. That is when the Relidae knew for certain they had to remove themselves from the larger society.”

A knock sounded at the door of Den-Aldar’s office, and I realized we’d been closeted in here for some time. I became aware of the faint hum of conversation and the clink of dishes from beyond it. Apparently, the reception had started without us.

As we moved to join the others, I wondered what Regina Holles, Harle Southwind, and Mother were going to make of all this.

 

 


Chapter 12 – Luta 
Departures and Arrivals

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AS I GRIPPED the arms of my command chair and watched the attack unfolding outside the front viewscreen, I was struck by the utter silence on the bridge. I wasn’t sure when the Tane Ikai had been so quiet with so many people on board.

A Chron ship, larger than the others, loomed up from below my line of sight and launched a pounding assault on the main station hub. The impact caused the shields to flare a deep blue, but the colour shaded to an angry red and dissipated. I quickly counted levels and thought it must be nearest the administrative level. The only thing that saved us was that the shields had absorbed most of the impact before they failed. The remainder of the jolt affected the Leighzing stabilizers, because the whole station jerked and wobbled, suddenly affected by the movement of every ship pulling away from it, every impact from a weapon. Without the stabilizers, it couldn’t hold a lock position relative to everything else. We lurched dockward and I reflexively clutched the arms of my chair even tighter so I wouldn’t be thrown from it. A creaking screech sounded from the airlock, where the flexible dockway strained to its limits as the docking arm pulled the Tane Ikai after it.

“Release the dockway,” I almost shouted, and Rei’s fingers flashed on her board. The ship righted itself, but out the forward screen, the station continued to sway. For the people inside and the stationary ships still docked, the station would seem wobbly until they got the stabilizers back online and stopped the motion with maneuvering thrusters.

“Take us away from the station,” I said, more calmly. “Try to keep away from the worst areas of fighting, but get us clear. We don’t want to be in the way.”

“Are you going to—” Jahelia Sord began, but I cut her off.

“Hirin, all weapons on standby. If we’re engaged, we’ll fight back, but only in defence. Sord, reroute everything you can to our shields.”

She bit off whatever else she might have said and concentrated on the board. Sord taking orders without comment? That was a surprise. I hoped she was as good as she claimed to be at the engineering station, and that I wouldn’t regret installing her there.

“What’s happening?”

I turned to see Farro and Neive standing at the entryway to the bridge. The girl clung to her father’s hand, but she looked around the bridge wide-eyed with curiosity, not fright. Her curls framed her face like a dark halo. The young man, understandably, sounded worried. I left the command chair and crossed to him.

“We’re not going far,” I assured him, “just trying to put some space between us and the hostilities.”

“Who is it? The Chron?”

He was looking past me at the viewscreen, his own eyes as wide as his daughter’s.

“I think so. They look like Chron ships. But the Protectorate is taking care of it.” I didn’t think the girl should be here watching any longer than necessary.

Farro nodded, swallowing hard and licking his lips. “I’d heard rumours . . . so this is it. Another Chron war is beginning,” he said in a voice that was little more than a whisper.

“Not necessarily. This could be an isolated incident. If the Protectorate—”

“Sankta Dios,” he breathed suddenly. He’d seen the gaping, ragged holes in the station, on the entertainment and admin levels. “Is everyone—”

“No,” I said firmly. “The blast doors would have closed off the affected section; the rest of the station is safe as long as the shields hold. If there’s another breach, they’ll seal off that section, too. There are so many redundancies built into a station like this—”

“But no-one was planning on a war when they built it,” he said, a hint of bitterness in his voice. “I told Bructa we were safer on Vele, but oh no, he wanted to experience the majesty of space. And now maybe—”

I put a hand on his arm. “We don’t know anything yet, and he’s probably perfectly safe,” I said, with a meaningful glance down at Neive. She gaped around the bridge with interest, and didn’t seem to be paying much attention to our conversation. With kids, though, you never knew what they were taking in. “Go on back to the galley and make yourselves comfortable until we can return to the station.”

He met my eyes and nodded, although I could read his thoughts. If there’s a station to get back to, once this is over. He didn’t say it, though. He just took Neive’s hand a little more tightly and said, “Let’s go get another cookie, karulino.” They made their way back down the corridor and I turned back to the bridge.

Rei had us moving slowly, trying to edge us away from the station without attracting undue attention. A bright flash signalled the end of another ship, but I didn’t see the explosion itself. I really hoped it was a Chron ship, and not a Protectorate one.

I managed to sit in the command chair before Baden said, “Captain, incoming message for you from Alin Sedmamin.” He turned his skimchair and raised one eyebrow at me. “You want me to ignore it? He’s a headache we don’t need.”

It was tempting, but I felt a pang of guilt. “Actually, Baden, I’ll take it. Route it to my datapad. I might as well hear what he wants.”

“If we do many more favours for the Protectorate, I’m putting in for an honourary rank and a pension,” Baden said, but he put the message through.

Sedmamin’s face filled the screen. “Captain, where are you? I need to get to your ship.”

“That’ll be a little difficult at the moment, I’m afraid.”

“I’m in the upper habitat. I’m fairly certain I can get down to docking.”

I shook my head. “You’re better off staying where you are. We had to move off from the station.”

His small, dark eyes widened. “Move off? You’ve undocked?”

“It got too dangerous when the station lost its stabilizers. Look, don’t panic. We’ll dock again as soon as things settle down.”

“You don’t understand.” He put his face closer to his own screen, and it grew to outsized proportion on mine. I didn’t enjoy getting this up close and personal with him. “Someone’s here—I think someone is looking for me. Someone from the corporation.”

Trust Sedmamin to think he was the most important person on FarView. “I expect they’ve got other things to worry about, like getting somewhere safe and staying there,” I said pointedly. “As you should. If you’re in a secure area, stay there.”

“But don’t you see? This would be the perfect time to—to eliminate me, and have it look like an accident! Just another casualty of the attack.”

As if to emphasize his words, the station took another hit. The image jittered and static overlaid Sedmamin’s next words.

“You have to come back and get me!”

I looked out at the battling ships, darting and buzzing around the station. “I can’t. You’ll have to wait.”

On my screen, his face flushed with anger. “If anything happens to me, you’ll never get—”

A bright flash surrounded FarView station, fading to the telltale red of failed shields. And the connection with Sedmamin went dead.

 

BY THIS TIME Rei had us turned completely away from FarView. “Baden, put the rear cameras up on the main screen, would you?” I asked. Part of me didn’t want to see what state the station was in now, but I couldn’t ignore it. I had to know what was happening.

“Aye, Captain,” he said, and the screen flashed as the station came into view. One more ship explosion flared, debris shooting out to join the already substantial amount of flotsam and jetsam the attack had produced. And with a shock of relief I realized that the Chron ships were gone.

“Broad feed message from FarView,” Baden said.

“Put it on. Bridge only,” I added, thinking of Farro and Neive in the galley. Best to wait until I knew what was going to be said.

“This is FarView Station Admin,” the voice said. “All unfriendly ships have been neutralized. I say again, all unfriendlies neutralized. FarView Station is in lockdown mode while we effect emergency repairs. If you have left your dock, please contact Station Admin to arrange for re-docking. Do not return without first contacting Station Admin. Lockdown disengage will begin shortly.”

The message began to repeat and Baden cut it off.

“Route it to the galley and let it play through once,” I said. “I expect we’ll see our guests back up here soon after that. Then contact Admin as they asked. Go wherever they ask us in the queue.”

Hirin left his weapons board and came to stand beside my chair, slipping an arm around my shoulders. “What did Sedmamin have to say?” he asked in a low voice.

I sighed and ran a hand over my face. “He was demanding that I go back and get him,” I said. “And then—the connection went dead.”

Hirin tightened his arm around me. “You couldn’t have gone back even if you wanted to.”

“I know. It was too late when he contacted me.” I looked up and into Hirin’s blue-grey eyes. “But if anything’s happened to him, we just lost any hope of accessing that information.”

“If it’s gone, it’s gone,” Hirin said philosophically. “I can’t say I was looking forward to having him on this ship.”

I was mildly shocked at my usually forbearing husband. “But you don’t hope something happened to him!”

He grinned crookedly. “No, not really. But stop beating yourself up about it—hey, I can tell you are,” he added, when I would have protested. “You couldn’t do anything but what you did. So, stop with the guilt.”

I reached up and squeezed his hand, then shut my mouth and watched out the front viewscreen as Rei guided us back toward the docking arm we’d left such a short time ago. All around the station, other ships began to move in the same direction, sometimes weaving through debris and wreckage. I wondered briefly how much of it was from Protectorate ships, then tried to shake that thought out of my head.

“It’s all right?” Farro’s breathless voice came from the bridge entryway, and I turned with a smile.

“Seems so,” I said. “We’re going back to the docking arm, but we might have to wait a bit for instructions to dock again. Then you can see about getting home.”

He held up a small datapad he must have had in his pocket. “I heard from Bructa,” he said, relief softening his face. “He’s all right. They were locked down in a refuge station near the restaurant.”

I closed my eyes briefly and sighed. “I’m so glad to hear that,” I told him. “There are free chairs here on the bridge, if you’d like to sit and watch while we wait to dock again.”

“Yes, patro! Please, can we?” Neive clung to her father’s hand, jumping lightly from one foot to the other. Her curls bounced with each hop. I was reminded of Maja as a little girl, full of exuberant energy.

“Okej,” he said, smiling down at her. I thought he’d probably agree to just about anything at that moment. Neive settled herself in the co-pilot’s chair, next to Rei, who gave her a quick, indulgent smile.

“Tane Ikai, this is FarView Station Admin,” said a voice over the ship’s comm. “You are queued for docking in thirty minutes. Please proceed to your previously assigned dock and await further instructions.”

Baden replied in the affirmative, and Rei continued our slow return. So many ships moved around the docking arms that we couldn’t have gone faster anyway.

Farro stayed next to my chair for a moment, as if trying to make a decision.

“Captain,” he said hesitantly. “Just now—when they said the name of your ship. I realized that I’d heard a man asking about it the other day on the station.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really? I was supposed to pick up another passenger here. Was he a bit shorter than you, heavier, with thin pale blond hair and brown eyes?”

Farro shook his head. “No, this man was younger, probably a little older than me, although Vigor-Us makes it harder to judge. But he had light brown hair a little long, down over his ears, and his eyes were blue, I think. He was slimmer than I am, and he had a small tattoo on the left side of his neck. I wasn’t close enough to see exactly what it was.”

I frowned. “That sounds a lot like my ex-son-in-law,” I said, “but I didn’t know he was on FarView.” What would Taso be doing on FarView station? He’d only just messaged Maja that he was thinking of coming out from Earth. Could he have made it here already? No. He’d have to have started as soon as he’d sent the message, and not waited to hear any response from her. But that didn’t make any sense. How would he know where she might be?

“I only noticed him because he looked nervous. Kept glancing back over his shoulder and fidgeting, as if he was afraid someone was going to walk into the room and see him there.”

“Where was this?”

“In the Nearspace database offices, on the Admin level,” he said. “I work there. He didn’t come to my station, but the one next to me. He was so unsettled, my colleague and I spoke about it after he’d left. But he was perfectly polite to her.”

It made a certain amount of sense. If Taso was trying to track Maja down, he’d check the nearest database office and ask them to run a search. The Nearspace database doesn’t always have the current whereabouts of every ship, but commercial vessels like traders and cargo haulers are expected to file flight plans. Not that there’s much in the way of actual enforcement of those regulations—Nearspace has simply become too big. But filing your flight plans can be beneficial in my business, since sometimes satisfied customers will look you up to see if you might be in the vicinity when they need a particular job done. I knew Baden had filed our plan for the last haul to Cengare with a tentative return to FarView Station, and our docking information would certainly have been updated by the station when we arrived back here. No-one could dock anonymously on FarView. So Taso must know we were here.

I looked up to call Maja over from the navigation board. She had her head down over the board as if she were concentrating hard on what she read there, but past the fall of her blonde hair I saw her cheeks stained with a pink flush. She might easily have overheard what Farro and I had been saying; neither of us had spoken in a particularly quiet voice. But why would our conversation have discomfited her? Was she simply worried that Baden would overhear us as well? But he was the comm officer—he had to know she’d received messages from Taso recently. I changed my mind about calling her over. Better to defer this until we could talk in private.

“Thanks for the information, Farro,” I said instead. “He might be trying to get in touch with my daughter. He’ll know we’re here now, at any rate, so I’m sure he’ll track us down.”

Farro smiled as Neive skipped over to us and tugged at her father’s sleeve. He bent low to listen as she whispered in his ear, and nodded. “Bathroom run,” he told me. “I think I noticed the head down near the galley?”

I nodded. “Third door on the left.”

“Thanks.” Farro took Neive’s hand and led her off the bridge again.

Maja had her eyes on the front viewscreen now, watching our slow approach to the docking arm, and didn’t look back at me.

 

DURING THE RE-DOCKING process, the station admin asked if everyone on ships or in habitats could remain there for the next three hours, while the casualties were assessed, the station ran through safety checks, and the maintenance teams secured the damaged areas. That would also allow time to get people out of the cramped refuge stations first. After that time, the rest of us could move about the station as well. Since Farro and Neive hadn’t returned to the bridge, I went looking for them and found them back in the galley. They’d curled up in one of the big armchairs, her head on his shoulder as he read to her from a book on his datapad.

“You’ll have to remain our guests for a little longer yet,” I said, crossing the room to pull off a glass of water since I was here. “We’re safely docked, but they don’t want the corridors too busy while they check for damage. If you’d like, you can have the use of one of the passenger cabins while you wait. Take a nap, or use the computer there.”

Farro looked up and smiled. “I think we’ll be fine here,” he whispered.

I glanced over and saw that Neive had begun to doze, eyelids drooping even as she fought to stay focused on the story. I winked at him and whispered, “That’s fine. Let me know if there’s anything you need, and don’t leave without saying goodbye.”

Emerging from the galley, I nearly ran into Maja. She stood with arms crossed next to the door, her eyes worried. “Can we talk?” she asked.

“Let’s go to my quarters,” I said, and she followed me in. When the door closed behind us, I asked, “What’s up?”

She stood behind the big armchair, resting her hands on its back. “I overheard what Farro said. He’s right, Taso is on FarView.”

“I knew he’d messaged you a second time when we were on Cengare. He must be trying to catch up with you?”

Maja shrugged. “He wanted my help with something—but I told him no. I didn’t see any reason to bother you with it. It’s no big deal.”

“I thought it was kind of a big deal when he first messaged you. You were unsettled by it.”

For some reason, she wasn’t meeting my eyes, although her voice was neutral. Her fingers kneaded the back of the armchair lightly. “I was just worried that Baden might take it the wrong way. But I wanted you to know that it’s nothing you need to be concerned about.”

Maja and I had been a long time with only minimal communication, but we’d grown close over the last months. I was sure there was more that she wasn’t telling me. The problem was, I didn’t want to risk a return to those days of estrangement by pushing her too hard. “Okej,” I said easily. “If it’s not a big deal, it’s not a big deal. Just let me know if anything changes, all right? I’ll help out if I can.”

“Captain?” Baden’s voice came over the comm. “Incoming message for you on the bridge. And the caller is rather . . . insistent.”

“Duty calls,” I said, and Maja turned to leave with me. I caught her hand and squeezed it. “I mean it, though. Let me know if you need my help.”

She squeezed back and smiled at me. “I will. Thanks.”

But something hung in the air between us, something that hadn’t been there before. I didn’t much like the space it filled, but neither of us spoke as we hurried back down the corridor to the bridge.

When we arrived, Baden rolled his eyes at me. “Your old pal Alin Sedmamin,” he said. “Just as cheerful as ever.”

I felt a brief flash of relief that our information source was still intact, but it battled with irritation at the man’s demands. “Put him on my screen,” I said, and sat in my skimchair, swiveling the screen over in front of me. In a second it was filled with the former PrimeCorp Chairman’s face.

“Captain, I need to get to your ship immediately,” he said. His face glistened with an unpleasant-looking sheen of sweat and his eyes had sunk deeply in their sockets.

“I believe there’s a three-hour moratorium on movement around the station,” I said. “Well, a little less than that now. As soon as those restrictions are lifted, you’re welcome to join us.”

Hirin caught my eye and grimaced at the word welcome, but I kept my face neutral for Sedmamin.

“That’s outrageous!” he huffed. “I could be in danger here, and they want to keep me locked down—”

“I can’t change the station restrictions,” I interrupted him, holding up a hand. “And the operative word there is locked. If you’re in your quarters with the door secured, you should be perfectly safe.”

He almost pouted. “I thought I could slip onto your ship while it was quiet, with not too many people about. In three hours it will be bedlam all over the station. Anyone could sneak up on me in a crowd and—”

I interrupted again. The man still got my back up, even when I was trying to help him. “If you want, I’ll have someone come and collect you when we’re allowed to move around the station again,” I offered. “Just tell me your habitat number and we’ll get you to the Tane Ikai safely.”

He looked for a moment as if he would protest some more, but he must have realized it was futile. Moving around the station when it was in lockdown might make him even more noticeable, and he didn’t want to end up in the custody of security. “I’ll message you again when the lockdown is lifted,” he said, and closed the connection without saying goodbye.

“Such a pleasant man. I’m so looking forward to having him as a guest,” Hirin drawled. “Do we have to put him in a guest cabin? I could put a sleeping mat in one of the cargo bays and we could lower meals to him on a rope from the catwalk.”

“It’ll be one of those ‘grin and bear it’ jobs,” I agreed. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to just close your eyes and think of Nearspace.”

 

ONCE FARVIEW ADMIN announced an end to the lockdown, I sent Baden to collect Alin Sedmamin. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized how spectacularly uncomfortable it was likely to be, having Sedmamin aboard. Hirin hated the man. He had duped Maja, leading me into a trap. Sedmamin and Jahelia had each used the other for their own ends. Baden disliked him by association, but at least they’d had no direct dealings, so he seemed like the best one to send.

After Baden left, Farro and Neive arrived on the bridge. The little girl looked bright and full of energy after her nap. Farro looked exhausted but relieved.

“Captain, I guess we’ll be going,” Farro said, holding out a hand to me. “Thank you so much for taking care of us. I don’t know how I can repay you, but if there’s ever anything—”

I shook his hand but brushed aside his thanks. “No repayment needed,” I said, as Neive wrapped her arms around my legs in a shy hug and then hopped back beside her father. “I’m glad we were in the right place at the right time.”

“Well, let me at least treat you and your crew to dinner at Bructa’s restaurant,” he said. “It’s the least we can do. Drop in anytime; I’ll tell Bructa to watch for you. It’s the Blackstar, on Level 5.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said with a smile. “We might just take you up on that. I do have a crew that loves to eat.”

They headed for the bridge airlock and I went the other way, down the corridor, to make sure Alin Sedmamin’s quarters were ready. The room was clean and empty, and I briefly considered disconnecting the computer access. But I realized with a bit of a start that I didn’t expect Sedmamin to do anything nefarious. I actually—sort of, for the moment—trusted the man.

Baden and Sedmamin arrived back at the ship about twenty minutes later. I’d just been starting to wonder what was taking them so long, and if I shouldn’t have suggested that Baden go armed. Sedmamin had, after all, expressed the concern that someone was after him, and I could have unwittingly sent Baden into the middle of something bad. But my implant vibrated and when I answered, it was Baden.

“We’re just about there,” he said. “Thought I’d give you the heads up.”

“Thanks, Baden. Take him to the rear airlock, would you? I’ll meet you there.”

I’d been sorry to see Farro and Nieve leave the Tane Ikai, I mused as I followed the corridor from the bridge to the rear airlock. I didn’t view our new visitor with any of the same emotion.

Although when I opened the door to Baden and Sedmamin, I felt a twinge of pity for the man. Anger and apprehension mingled on Alin Sedmamin’s face, and both washed away in a flood of relief when he saw me. It felt ridiculous that the man would be so glad to see me or to come aboard the ship, considering our previous relationship.

He released a long sigh when the door slid shut behind him.

“Welcome aboard the Tane Ikai,” I said formally. I wasn’t ready to shake the man’s hand, but I motioned him inside graciously. He still wore the clothes I’d seen him in when we met at the shopping centre, and they looked the worse for wear. He carried a battered duffel bag over one shoulder and a briefcase in his other hand. His face, still too thin and carved out of sharp angles, had softened when he stepped inside the ship. He looked at me with a pathetic hopefulness. I realized that until this moment, Sedmamin hadn’t really believed that I would help him—or that he’d make it here. I felt a sudden surge of power, and I didn’t like myself very much for feeling it.

“Thank you, Captain,” he said. “I’m glad to be here safe and sound.” He managed to make it sound just a little bit accusatory, and I stopped feeling bad.

“I’ll show you to your quarters, and in the morning, we’ll discuss what’s next,” I said. “We’re all drained.” Sedmamin accepted that with a nod. Baden raised his eyebrows in a question and I nodded. He could go; I’d look after Sedmamin myself from here.

The guest quarters he’d been assigned were just around the corner, and he looked around the tiny space with a sigh. “It’s small, but I don’t mind. It’s worth the inconvenience just to feel safe,” he said.

“You really think there was someone following you, looking for you, on the station?” I leaned against the door frame and folded my arms.

Sedmamin put his bag down on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. “I did. They’re not going to let me just walk away, as I told you. And if they could get rid of me out here, far away from PrimeCorp Main, make it look like an accident—” He shrugged. “Problem solved, for them.”

“Well, you’re valuable to the Protectorate, and everyone on the Tane Ikai will do what they can to protect you,” I assured him.

He quirked a self-deprecating half-smile. “Everyone? Your crew doesn’t like me anymore than you do, Captain. I’m fully aware of that.”

“Not everyone on the Tane Ikai at the moment is even part of the crew,” I told him. “Jahelia Sord is here, too, waiting to see what you want from her.”

“Does my door have a lock?” he asked.

“It does. But trust me, there’s not a lock on this ship that will hold Sord back if she puts her mind to it, as I know from bitter experience.” I shrugged. “I guess I should amend my assurances. Everyone will protect you from outside threats, but it’s up to you to keep on the good side of those aboard. My advice is keep your head down and try not to antagonize anyone. I’ll ask everyone to play nice, but if your tongue gets you into trouble while you’re on board, that’s your lookout.”

Sedmamin ran a weary hand through his thinning hair, as if he’d gotten tired of the banter. “I’m just looking to get out of this alive. Will we be able to leave tomorrow?”

Startled, I said, “I don’t have my full crew aboard. I’d thought we’d wait until I got them back—”

Sedmamin reached out as if he might take my arm. “There isn’t any time to waste, if this plan is going to work. My ability to access the files could change any day.”

I blew out a sigh. Leaving again without Yuskeya and Viss—particularly on this mission—hadn’t occurred to me. I didn’t like it. On the other hand, if Lanar wasn’t here, he couldn’t try to talk me out of helping Sedmamin. I could leave a message to let him, and Yuskeya and Viss, know that I’d be back soon.

“Then I guess we’ll go in the morning, as soon as we’re cleared,” I said finally.

Alin Sedmamin ran a hand over his face. “I haven’t slept well in weeks. But I might tonight. I finally feel safe.”

I hoped he wasn’t putting too much faith in me.

“I’ll leave you to it. The galley is just there,” I said, pointing over my shoulder, “if you want something to eat.”

“Thank you,” he said earnestly. “I can’t wait to get away from here. I think this station is bad luck.”

Leaving Sedmamin behind me as I headed for the bridge, I had to wonder if he might be right.

 

MIDWAY THROUGH THE next morning, Sedmamin finally made an appearance. Hirin, Jahelia and I gathered in the galley to see what he had to say. I’d warned everyone to be civil, but I could tell it was a struggle at times. I’d pulled hot drinks for everyone and set out a plate of solanto cookies and chocolate pano.

“I assume you have a plan?” I asked Alin Sedmamin. “You spoke as if you’ve orchestrated things pretty closely, so if you don’t have one I’ll be disappointed.”

“Of course, I have a plan,” he said mildly, wrapping his hands around his mug of milky chai. Steam rose and dissipated from it, and he hadn’t tasted it yet. He looked like he really had slept well. I wouldn’t say he looked good, but his face was slightly less drawn, and his eyes not so sunken. He’d showered, combed his hair, and traded his wrinkled suit for a pair of dark pants and a navy transform sweater. “It’s this: get into my old office at PrimeCorp Main, retrieve my files, and get out again. A stop-off at my apartment so I can gather some things. Leave the planet and everything PrimeCorp.” Now he lifted the mug and sipped. “I’ll review the files, tie them all up in a neat, incriminating package for the Protectorate—after removing anything that unnecessarily implicates me—and after I turn everything over to your brother and sign whatever they want for authentication, you deposit me at the safe haven I’ve set up.”

Jahelia Sord snorted. “Sounds easy enough,” she said in a voice thick with sarcasm. “Of course, you’re persona non grata at PrimeCorp now and they probably have alarms set to go off if you set foot on the premises, but we’ll just walk in—”

“Not we, Jahelia,” Sedmamin broke in. “You. And Captain Paixon. I’ll be present only as a voice in your ear.”

I raised an eyebrow and a hand. “Hang on, Sedmamin. If you think Jahelia and I are going to break into PrimeCorp Main—”

He shook his head. “I didn’t say break in, I said walk in. You’ll be going to a prearranged appointment, but on the way there, you’ll detour to my office. The appointment will be fake, so you’ll never actually be expected anywhere, and no-one will notice when you don’t show up. Once you have the files, you’ll leave with them and no-one will ask any questions at all.”

“You sound extremely sure of yourself,” Jahelia Sord observed, “while I see so many holes in this plan I could drive my ship through a few of them.”

“It’s not your ship,” Sedmamin retorted.

“Prove it,” Jahelia said, showing him her teeth in a predatory grin.

“Luta is not taking that kind of risk, no matter what you say or the Protectorate needs,” Hirin said quietly.

I frowned. Hirin rarely presumed to speak for me on anything—but I ascribed it to his obvious dislike of our involvement with Sedmamin at all. I looked at him quizzically and he met my eyes with determination.

Trying to be diplomatic, I said, “Why don’t we hear all the details before we make any decisions? I assume you’ve laid some of the groundwork, Chairman?”

Sedmamin flushed a little. “Not Chairman any longer, Captain, or none of this would be necessary. Yes, I’ve made sure of the plan. I have someone inside PrimeCorp who’s willing to help me. Not to the extent of removing files for me—that would put her into direct jeopardy and I won’t ask her to do that. But she will set up the bogus appointment that will get you into the building. And she’ll make sure my old office is empty when you go there.”

“Can she be trusted?” Hirin asked. “If she’s willing to betray her employer, what makes you think she won’t betray you?”

“We have an arrangement,” Sedmamin snapped. “It’s not like I’m risking nothing here. My future—my life, if I’m right about how badly they want me to take the fall for this—depends on how well this goes. I’m actually paying her quite well, and she’s already disposed to help me because we were friends. I trust her. She could have gone to the Board when I first contacted her, but she obviously didn’t.”

Hirin said nothing more, but I felt his disapproval like a physical heat radiating from him.

“Unless she did, and they’re waiting for you to make your move. But let’s not go there just now,” Jahelia Sord said. “Let’s review. Captain Paixon and I march boldly into PrimeCorp Main for a bogus appointment, detour to your unguarded office, I use the passcode you gave me to access your locked-out files, and we bring the data back to you.”

Sedmamin smiled thinly. “Your passcode won’t get you deep enough for the files I need. You’ll need that very useful and experimental AI to do that.”

“Pita? Well, she is one of a kind, I’ll give you that.”

“We’ll connect through your ID comm unit or an implant, and I’ll talk you through the files to find the right ones.”

“You know,” Jahelia said idly, “I—well, Pita—copied a lot of files off the PrimeCorp Main computers already. Maybe we already have what you want.”

The ex-chairman shook his head. “You won’t have these. You’ll need a decryption chip to find them.”

I leaned forward. “And we get this decryption chip, where? I didn’t hear you mention that part of the plan.”

“It will be in my office by the time you get there. It changes every day, so there’s no point in trying to get one beforehand. You’ll need that and Jahelia’s datapad AI in order to do this.”

“And if the chip isn’t there when we arrive?”

He leaned back and swallowed the last of his chai. “Then you turn around and leave, just as planned but without the data. I go on the run and Nearspace—maybe—falls to the Chron.”

“Why does Luta have to be part of this at all, if Jahelia and her AI friend will be doing all the work? Why don’t we just send her in alone?” Hirin asked.

“Wow, thanks, Gramps,” Jahelia said. “Nothing like throwing me to the wolves.” Hirin ignored her as Sedmamin answered.

“Because Luta’s name won’t trigger any flags on entering the building. She’s made visits to Main before—no, not a lot, but she’s in the system. Trust me, no-one will suspect she’s doing anything to help me. Her loathing for me is well-known. But she’ll still be in the general database.”

“And Sord won’t?”

Sedmamin quirked a secretive smile. “Jahelia Sord’s visits were . . . a little more circumspect.”

“In other words, I was top secret,” Jahelia said. She looked pleased about it.

“So, I could go in alone, and take Pita with me,” I said. “She and I worked together before, on the Chron station.”

“Hey!” Jahelia said. “I am not loaning you my datapad again, and you’re not leaving me out of this. I deserve a little fun now and then.”

“Fun, right.” I tapped my fingers on the tabletop. “You make it sound easy, Chairman. Too easy. I don’t like it.”

Sedmamin shrugged. “I’ve done everything I can to make it easy. But it’s your call. You don’t like it, I can’t do anything about that. Unless you want to take a more aggressive approach, go in there with guns blazing or something—”

“Sounds like even more fun,” Jahelia drawled. I felt like she was deliberately baiting him. “But we’ll try it your way. If it doesn’t work, guns are still an option.” She grinned and winked at me, and I knew she wasn’t serious.

Rei’s voice came over the ship’s comm. “FarView admin has cleared us to leave any time, Captain,” she said. “Whenever you’re ready, let me know where we’re headed.”

I thumbed my ID implant. “Looks like we’re going to Earth. Check with Maja on supplies and have Baden try to get us a berth at Central Mass.”

When I looked up, Sedmamin looked smugly pleased, and Hirin was staring at me.

“What? We have to dock somewhere,” I told him. “What we do when we get there . . . well, we can keep talking. We have the whole run to think about it.”

But I think he knew as well as I did that we were going to try it. Jahelia was game, and I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to let Nearspace down.

 

 


Chapter 13 – Lanar 
Long Road Home

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFTER TWO DAYS on the Relidae planet, I was tired of being a diplomat.

Don’t get me wrong—the Relidae were kind, friendly people who welcomed us and wished us well. They hosted receptions, showed my crew around the city, explained their cultural beliefs, and generally impressed us as a people we would welcome into the Nearspace alliance. But the unrelenting pressure of not wanting to make a mistake, or have any of my crew make a mistake, was draining.

So, it was with a light heart that Linna Drake and I left the Cheswick that morning, on what I expected would be our last sojourn on Tabalo for a while. Cerevare had sent a message that Ambassador Andresson had been given the go-ahead to leave the hospital by Dr. Chy-Loren, on strict instructions to continue her regimen of rest and recovery. The professor had instructed us to meet them at the usual courtyard. Yuskeya and Viss, as well as Jolah Didkovsky, had already returned to the Cheswick, but Emar Summergale had chosen to remain on the planet while we waited.

I knew as soon as I climbed down from the launch and saw Cerevare’s face that there was trouble. My immediate thought was for the ambassador.

“What is it?” I asked, striding to meet the Lobor. “Has she had a setback?”

Cerevare held up a leathery palm. “No, the ambassador is fine. She’s inside with Den-Aldar. But there have been reports of heightened Pitromae activity in the system. We don’t believe it is safe for you to leave today.”

Linna Drake had followed me, and the three of us went into the big building. The room usually reserved for social occasions held a few knots of people. Den-Aldar was there, in conversation with two other Relidae in military uniforms. Ambassador Andresson, still looking pale but upright and composed, sat on one of the benches, speaking in low tones with Lieutenant-Commander Summergale. Three more Relidae bent over a handheld device that I’d learned fulfilled the same functions as our datapads.

Den-Aldar saw us arrive and crossed to greet me. “Admiral, you’ve heard the news?”

I nodded grimly. “How bad is it?”

He spread his hands. “There is substantial activity in the system. I could not guarantee that you would reach the wormhole back to Corvid space undetected.”

“Any idea what it’s about?”

The tall Relidae spread his hands. “We do not have sufficient information yet. But I urge you to delay your departure even for a day or two. You are more than welcome to remain here, or even to dock at the orbital station. There are no indications that an assault there should be expected.”

Ambassador Andresson rose and crossed to us, giving me a tense smile. “Admiral? What do you think we should do?”

I appreciated her asking me, when really, she could have made the decision herself. “I don’t want to risk your safety, Ambassador. There’s no pressing need for us to leave today. I think caution is best, especially with you on board.”

She snorted and shook her dark hair. “Oh, I’m no more important than any member of your crew,” she said. “But I do agree. Let’s give it a day or two and hope things settle down.”

I swallowed and turned back to Den-Aldar, inclining my head politely. “Legate, we’re in your debt and we’ll take your advice. We’ll remain your guests for a couple more days.”

But it wasn’t a couple of days.

Three, then four days passed with no decrease in the Chron activity. On the fifth day came a report that Chron ships appeared to be massing near the Pitromae planet, which I’d learned was a comparable distance from Tabalo as Mars was from Earth. The next day the news was that part of the force had moved to take up station near another wormhole out of the system.

“Does that mean they’re going somewhere else, not to Nearspace?” I asked a Relidae named Hin-Garan, who’d been assigned to me as a liaison and kept me updated on the intelligence reports coming in, explaining anything I didn’t understand.

I felt a little guilty as soon as I’d asked the question. It wasn’t that I wanted the Pitromae to attack anyone else. It was just that if they were elsewhere, maybe we could make it home.

Hin-Garan shrugged. He had skin the colour of rose quartz and an asymmetrical bone crest. One side had a ragged edge, dark with scorch marks, where a chunk had been torn away. I hadn’t asked him about it, but he’d volunteered the information that it had happened when the Pitromae attacked the orbital space station. I swallowed. That was the battle Luta and her crew had been present for, when she’d been so sick, when the Pitromae and their PrimeCorp allies had tried to overrun the station. Sitting here with this Relidae who’d been there, been injured there, made me shudder. Luta’s ordeal felt suddenly very close.

But it was the next day that everything changed.

 

I WAS SITTING in Den-Aldar’s office with Linna Drake, Cerevare Brindlepaw, Ambassador Andresson, and Hin-Garan, speculating about how long we’d continue to be locked down here. After a brief knock on the door, a Relidae with mint-coloured skin and a worried face entered the room and hurried over to Den-Aldar, leaning close to speak to him. I saw the Legate’s face change, and my translator picked up his low reply.

“Send word to Mar-Heden. We might intercept some on their way back, if any remain. I’ll tell our guests.”

Mar-Heden, I knew, was the chief of the planet’s military force. I’d met her at several official functions since we’d been here. When the messenger hurried away, Den-Aldar stood, and Cerevare and I did as well. The look on Den-Aldar’s alien face was grave.

“My friends, I have received worrisome news,” he said. “The Pitromae have launched another attack in Nearspace, this time against one of your stations. Although I believe it is still dangerous, I will understand if you wish to leave immediately.”

I swallowed. We had five large habitat stations scattered around Nearspace, and a few smaller research and scientific bases. “Did they know the name of the station?” I asked. It shouldn’t have made a difference to me. I was duty-bound to care about and protect them all. But it did.

Den-Aldar looked rueful. “Not a name. But it is in the star system you would have left on your journey to come here.”

There was only one station in Delta Pavonis. FarView. Where I’d left both Regina and Luta. Cold sweat prickled the back of my neck and my gut clenched as if against a punch.

I’d had a mug of a sweet, tea-like drink the Relidae served at any and all occasions, and set it down on the table with a hand that felt a little shaky. What if Regina hadn’t gotten my message? What if they’d been caught completely unaware?

We’d been away far too long.

“Thank you for your hospitality and your help, Den-Aldar,” I managed to say, “But you are correct. I think it’s time to take the chance. We’ll be leaving immediately.”

 

THE TRIP FROM the Relidae planet back to Delta Pavonis and FarView Station felt like the longest of my life. We’d spread the word quickly among the others, and encountered only a slight delay when we gathered together. Lieutenant-Commander Emar Summergale stood to attention in front of me, saluted me formally, and said, “Requesting permission to remain on the planet to assist and protect Professor Brindlepaw, Admiral.”

I glanced at the Lobor professor but her face showed surprise as well. “The Professor seems safe here, Lieutenant-Commander,” I said. “Do you have a particular reason for your request?”

Summergale stood even straighter, if that was possible. “No, sir. But I respectfully submit that it may be in the professor’s interests to have a member of the Protectorate with her. As well, I can continue to act as a Protectorate liaison with the Relidae. You’re aware of my diplomatic experience, sir. It’s why you sent me along with the envoys in the first place.”

Well, that was true enough. “Very well, Lieutenant-Commander.” She’d been staying on the planet anyway, so there was nothing to fetch from the Cheswick. We’d brought her personal belongings from the Tane Ikai with us and delivered them as soon as we arrived, along with Cerevare’s things.

Den-Aldar, who had listened quietly to the discussion, now said, “We would be very pleased to entertain another Nearspace guest, Admiral.”

Summergale saluted me. “Thank you, sir. My experience while we’ve been here leads me to believe that we’ll be looked after.”

Den-Aldar and I had already discussed the establishment of a communications relay between Tabalo, the Corvid station, and Nearspace, although the plan had been derailed by the Pitromae activity. He assured me that they would do everything possible to coordinate with the Corvids and set it up. I had the feeling that even Cerevare and Lieutenant-Commander Summergale would feel better knowing it was a reasonably simple matter to get word to us if the need arose.

Then the rest of us said hurried goodbyes and reiterated our thanks to the Relidae. Worry gnawed at me as we piled into the launch. I knew it, and this frantic race home, were both futile. Whatever had happened was long over now. Nothing would change dependent on when the Cheswick crossed back into Nearspace. Still, the drive to get home, to see Luta and Regina and assure myself they were safe, was fierce.

Once aboard the Cheswick, we set course for home. It wasn’t until we were underway that I sat back in my chair and wondered how the hell I was going to fill almost two days until we arrived at FarView.

I was in the library, hunting for some holovid I hadn’t already watched a million times, when Yuskeya and Viss found me. It was a small room that held a few workstations and small tables and chairs and a wall rack of datachips—books, videos, games, and other entertainments—for the ship’s crew to borrow as they wished. Much of the task of patrolling Nearspace, after all, consisted of long in-system stretches where nothing much happened. Not that I was complaining about that. I’d rather a hundred uneventful patrols than the events of the past few weeks.

The walls here, unlike much of the rest of the ship, had been painted in a soothing blue, and the furnishings were intended for comfort rather than pure utility. Tucked between the crew quarters and the galley and recreation area, it provided a quiet and reasonably private spot for research, de-stressing, or small group discussion. By silent consent we gathered around one of the small tables. Yuskeya said, trying for a light tone, “Viss and I have discussed it, and we’ve decided that Luta and everyone are fine.”

“Absolutely,” Viss said. “They might not even have been there when it happened. The Captain isn’t one to sit around when she could be hauling cargo.”

I realized my leg was bouncing with agitation under the table, and forcibly stilled it. Neither of them knew the depth of worry I had for Regina as well, but I kept quiet about that. “You’re right,” I said, forcing a tense smile. “These in-system travel times are just hell sometimes.”

“So, let’s talk about something else,” Yuskeya said, leaning back in her chair. “What in the worlds do you think PrimeCorp is up to with those Chron?”

I hesitated a moment, thinking of Harle’s request that I keep the results of his investigations close to my chest. But Yuskeya certainly wasn’t the mole in the Protectorate.

“Something big. Whatever deal they’ve made with the Chron, PrimeCorp’s also managed to get a sizable number of ex-employees into high positions at several other corps—too many to be pure coincidence,” I added, when Yuskeya looked like she might object. “I have a feeling that it’s all tied together. But after talking to Den-Aldar, I wonder if even PrimeCorp knows what they’ve gotten mixed up in.”

“I don’t see what PrimeCorp can hope to gain by allying itself with enemies of Nearspace,” Viss said. “I mean, it has to be financial gain; that’s what PrimeCorp is all about.”

“It could go deeper than that.”

“We don’t have anyone on the inside anywhere, who could poke around?” Yuskeya asked. She didn’t come right out and say it, but I assumed she included connections Mother might have in the question.

I shrugged. “We’re considering some possibilities. Nothing yet.” I tapped my fingers on the tabletop. “The Relidae seem almost too good to be true, but I can’t help it—I trust them.”

Yuskeya thought for a moment, then nodded. “I do, too. Cerevare was already completely won over by them, when we arrived, and she certainly had no love for the Chron as a species before. I think we can count on them as allies.”

“The NWAC will want to establish formal relations with them soon,” I said. “They’ll recognize that we need all the help we can get to cope with the Chron threat, just like we did in the last war.”

“It’ll be interesting to see how the PrimeCorp ambassadors like that idea,” Viss said. “If the corporation is in league with the Chron.”

I pushed my chair back and stood. “They’ll likely go along with the program and keep quiet,” I said. “But they don’t know we suspect something bigger is happening. We’ll just have to see that we put all the pieces together while there’s still time to stop it.”

“If it’s not already too late,” Yuskeya said, with uncharacteristic pessimism.

“It’s not,” I told her, with a conviction I didn’t feel. “We’ll make sure of it. Now let’s go and find something to eat.”

 

THE LESS SAID about the rest of that trip, the better. It felt achingly slow, even though I let everyone know we were to move with all speed, and we ran the burst drive almost the entire way. Yuskeya and Viss and I stayed close, united in our worry for the Tane Ikai.

I sent a message to Fha and the Corvids when we passed their station—it was still curled into a protective ball as they worked on repairs. I asked if they’d been hit again by the Chron passing through on their way to attack FarView, but she sent back a puzzled reply.

“Admiral, there have been no further incursions through this system since you left us.”

I shot a glance at Linna Drake. “We got word of an attack in Nearspace when we were with the Relidae,” I said. “I assumed they would have had to pass through this system to get there.” That had been stupid of me. I had never asked the Relidae if they knew precisely how the Chron had entered Nearspace.

On the screen, the Corvid’s bright black eyes radiated worry. “This means they have another access point into your Nearspace,” she said. “I will try to find out if another of our protective systems has been compromised, or if this is something new.”

“Thank you. We’ll look forward to any information you can give us,” I said automatically, but I felt a creep of fear in my gut. If the Chron hadn’t passed through the Corvid system, where had they come from? The only other wormhole into Nearspace that we knew about was in Tau Ceti, but that one was now under heavy Protectorate guard. I couldn’t imagine an attack force getting past them and making the three skips it would take to reach Delta Pavonis, undetected. Just another reason I had to get back and talk to Regina as quickly as possible.

Once we’d reached Corvid space, I could send a message to FarView via the new relay beacons. I felt a rush of relief when, after a couple of tense minutes’ wait, Regina herself responded.

“Got our stray sheep?” she asked me with a tight smile.

“Safe and sound,” I said. “Everything all right there?”

Her smile faded. “I wouldn’t say that, but we’re still standing. What’s your ETA?”

“Less than four hours now.”

“All right, report to me as soon as you can once you dock,” she said. “I’m in medical. Come find me here.”

I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, but she quelled me with a look and a brief, “Glad you’re back. See you soon, Admiral.” Then she closed the connection before I could even respond and left me staring at a blank screen.

I tried messaging Luta, but the only response was a notification that she was not in the Delta Pavonis system, and that it would be relayed as a deliverable in proximity. I wondered if she’d left me any kind of message about where she was going, but I’d have to wait until I was close enough to a relay point to get my own DIPs for an answer to that question.

I heaved a sigh and went to the gym to kill some more time.

 

WHEN WE FINALLY got in range, a deliverable-in-proximity message came in from Luta—but it was maddeningly brief and vague. She said only that she and her crew were all fine after the Chron attack and that they’d left on a run out-system. She asked me to let Viss and Yuskeya know that she’d be back soon to collect them, and to have a little rest and relaxation on the station in the meantime.

I wasn’t sure R & R was very near the top of their priority lists, though, once FarView station came into view. Yuskeya, Viss, and I were all on the bridge with the duty crew when we caught our first glimpse of the pale yellow temporary seal closing off the breach in the station’s hull. It pulsed gently, neither bright nor opaque enough to hide the gaping, ragged hole left by the Chron attackers. Debris still hung in a wide ring around the damaged area, and small shuttles moved with funereal slowness as tethered forms in EVA suits gathered bits and pieces by hand. There must have been bodies initially, but they would have been retrieved first.

Sharp pain flickered along my jaw and I had to deliberately unclench it. I still hadn’t heard an official number for casualties of the attack, but I knew there had been deaths. Everyone who ventured into space knew there were risks involved, although we’d become, as a whole, quite casual about those risks. But no-one expected to die this kind of violent, senseless death in what should be one of the safest environments we could construct. Whatever the Chron were doing, and whatever part PrimeCorp had in this, we had to stop them.

Viss had discreetly put a hand next to Yuskeya’s when the destruction came into view, and she had taken it. Her face was resolute and sombre as her dark eyes took in the scene, perfect Protectorate protocol, but I knew she’d feel this affront as keenly as I did.

It flitted through my mind that this might be a good time to recall Yuskeya back to regular Protectorate duty, but I knew how close she and Luta had become. It didn’t seem fair to make that move without discussing it with Luta first. And I knew that maybe a little part of me just wanted to take her away from Viss, which was not only mean-spirited, but dishonourable.

Viss caught my eye, and I felt an uncomfortable flutter in my gut, as if maybe he knew what I was thinking. But his eyes flicked back to the hole in FarView station. “Bastardos,” he said flatly, just stating a fact. “I’ll stay aboard as long as I’m needed, Admiral.”

“Thanks, Viss,” I said. “As soon as we’re docked, I’ll see what Fleet Commander Holles has in mind for us. Luta’s probably going to be anxious to get you both back aboard the Tane Ikai, though.”

Did a flash of relief cross Yuskeya’s face? If so, it was so quickly there and gone that I might have imagined it. But she must have wondered if she’d find herself back aboard the Cheswick in the wake of these new developments. It would only make sense. And if she was needed here, her duty would be to fulfill that need.

However, duty wasn’t everything, as I knew better than most. So I said nothing more about it, pushed those thoughts away, and went to see Regina. Lieutenant-Commander Didkovsky left the Cheswick at the same time, reporting back to the Protectorate Admin on the station. He thanked me again for bringing him back to Nearspace, and we parted ways as I took the elevator down to medical.

The medical bay occupied one third of the lowest level of FarView Station, along with labs and research areas that were theoretically shared among all the corporations and governments scattered around Nearspace. Occasional complaints held that funding and space allocation moved into the realm of politics, but it wasn’t a Protectorate matter and I paid little attention. Considering all the current questions surrounding PrimeCorp, though, I was curious to know if they were currently using any station resources. I made a mental note to ask about it as I watched the levels crawl past the descending elevator. The side walls were glass, allowing glimpses of corridors or public areas as they slid past. I was glad to see that life on the station appeared to be carrying on as usual, but that fantasy dissipated as I passed the level that had suffered the most damage in the Chron attack. The corridor on one side of the elevator shaft was littered with repair materials, and on the other, the golden glow of the temporary shield flickered, securing the blasted-away section of station hull. Workers in full EVA suits toiled to repair the damage. I swallowed. Life was not proceeding as usual for a lot of people, no matter what facade they presented to the world.

The destruction slid past and I arrived at the medical level. The walls here offered a pale yellow that I suppose was meant to be cheery and soothing. I followed the curving corridor to a desk and asked for Regina. The nurse gave me a look that held just a hint of martyrdom, and asked me to follow him along the antiseptic-smelling hallway. Behind his back, I suppressed a smile. Knowing Regina as well as I did, I had no illusions about what kind of a patient she’d make. The not-so-patient kind.

The nurse stopped outside a door numbered 9-4 and knocked lightly. Regina’s voice called, “Come in!” and he pushed the door open and stepped aside for me to enter. He didn’t follow me in.

Regina nodded brusquely when she saw me, and I felt a flood of relief to see her sitting up in the bed, datapad in hand. She’d pulled her hair back even more severely than usual, and her face looked drawn, as if she were in pain or had been recently. Her brown eyes snapped with energy, though. Energy, and something else—pent-up frustration, I thought. The sheet traced a much larger lump for one leg than for the other one, so it must be encased in a brace or cast. She didn’t mention it.

“Thank you for reporting in, Admiral. I’ll want to hear your report from the Corvid system right away.”

I turned and shut the door behind me so that we were alone, then held up my hands. “Slow down, Regina. I want your report, first. What happened to you? Are you all right?”

“Of course, I’m all right. I’m perfectly fine,” she snapped.

I looked pointedly at the lump under the cool white sheet and folded my arms.

She rolled her eyes and reached down to rap the leg with her knuckles. It made a hollow knocking sound. “It’s broken in two places,” she admitted grudgingly. “This is a walking brace, although for some silly reason there’s to be no walking for another two days. So here I sit, while Nearspace just waits for the next Chron attack. And apparently even my subordinates feel like they can take the opportunity to ignore direct orders,” she finished, mimicking me by crossing her arms over her own chest.

I crossed and sat on the side of the bed, tapping the leg brace experimentally with my knuckles. “You have to give the bones a chance to start healing before you put your weight down,” I said, “which you know very well. The trauma nanos can only do so much, so fast. I’m sure they’ll let you up as soon as it’s safe, because I’m also sure you’re making life a living hell for anyone trying to help you out here.”

Regina’s eyes widened, and I felt sure she was about to blast me, but suddenly she laughed. “Lanar Mahane, you are the most insubordinate—”

“What happened, anyway? Were you on the level where they breached?”

She shook her head wearily. “No, I was on the admin level. But when the stabilizers failed, I fell—and I did it spectacularly badly. So now this,” she added, disgust edging her voice as she knocked her knuckles against the brace again. “It will heal, but it’ll take a while.”

I wanted to lean in and kiss her forehead, but even with the door closed, this wasn’t the place for that. I contented myself with patting her hand, instead. “All right, report accepted. So, about my trip to Corvid space. It went well. The Corvid station was badly damaged and they’re still in repair mode, but willing to help us any way they can. They gave me some valuable information, which I’ll get to in a minute. But Yuskeya and the others weren’t there when we arrived. They’d been rescued by some of the friendly Chron—they call themselves Relidae—and we went into the next system, the one Luta’s crew called GV5, to collect them. The Relidae planet there is Tabalo.”

A tiny frown line had appeared on Regina’s brow. “Yes, we received the message from the Corvids. I don’t remember clearing you to go into Chron space.”

“No, ma’am. But we didn’t know it might be necessary when I left Nearspace. I made the decision myself, and I take full responsibility.”

She tapped a finger pensively on the edge of her datapad. “It might have gone badly if you’d encountered enemy Chron.”

I nodded. “I considered that. But we didn’t encounter any of them, only Relidae. I suggest we start calling them by that name, since it’s what they prefer. They’ve been spying on their aggressive cousins—the Pitromae—in hopes of countering or avoiding their attacks. But they’re a minority population against the Pitromae Chron. And they think the Pitromae want to see them wiped out. I think they’ll be an excellent source of intelligence, though.”

“What delayed you? Sheer distance?”

I shook my head. “Initially, we had to wait for the ambassador to recover—she was injured in the attack on the Corvid station. Then there was increased Pitromae activity in the system and no-one thought it was safe for us to leave. But then they heard about the attack on FarView—”

“And you forgot about caution.”

I reached out and gave her hand a little squeeze. “You can’t blame me for worrying about my sister. And the ambassador insisted, too.”

“And Professor Brindlepaw? Is she still with them?”

I nodded again. “And I left Lieutenant-Commander Summergale with her as well. With the help of the Corvids, we’re setting up a line of relay beacons to make communication easier and quicker.”

“That’s good news,” she said, then must have read something in my face. “But there’s something else, too.”

“The Chron have another way into Nearspace,” I said. “The Corvids said, when we were coming back, that none had passed through their system. But somehow they got here to attack FarView.”

Regina nodded. “We figured that out. We still have the guard posted on the known wormholes out of Nearspace, here in Delta Pavonis and in Tau Ceti. We just haven’t figured out where else they’re coming through.”

“How bad was it, here?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

Regina pressed her lips together in a thin white line before she answered. “It could have been worse. Thirty-five dead, seventy injured. I got your earlier message, so although we didn’t know where the threat was coming from, or what the target might be, at least we were on the alert. We spotted them incoming and scrambled a squadron. Took out a few before they even got to the station.”

And still they’d managed to penetrate the shields and do the damage I’d glimpsed as we approached the station and when I came down in the elevator. I suppressed a shudder. If the station hadn’t been alert and watching, how much worse might it have been?

“We’ve deployed scouts to follow the drive signatures back to where they came into Nearspace, but they fade out before leading anywhere definitive. I’ve already recalled them,” she said.

I blew out a sigh. “So, what now?”

Fleet Commander Regina Holles, pale in her standard-issue med bay gown, looked past me, her eyes fixed on the daffodil-coloured wall. I knew she didn’t find it soothing in the least. She looked like she wanted to kick it in with her super-hardened leg brace. Finally, she sighed.

“The other Fleet Commanders and I are meeting here in three days’ time,” she said wearily. “And I expect we’ll fight about just that. I’m afraid more of them will share Mauronet’s view that we should take some sort of initiative against the Chron, instead of concentrating on defences.”

“Which is still your preference,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

She nodded. “Not just my preference, but what I see as the only sensible course of action, considering our numbers.” She turned a bleak look on me. “If we knew where they were coming from, it could make all the difference. I want you to tackle that, Lanar. Get help from the Corvids and the Relidae if they can offer any, but find out how the Chron are getting into Nearspace.”
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I HAD SO many misgivings about Sedmamin’s plan that it would have taken me longer to detail them than to make the actual visit to PrimeCorp Main. Hirin still suspected a setup, but he calmed down when I reminded him that Sedmamin would stay in his sight the entire time Jahelia and I were gone. I said if we were double-crossed in any way, Hirin could shoot him. Sedmamin’s eyes grew wide and he spluttered a bit, but he agreed to the terms.

I wouldn’t really have let Hirin shoot him—for Hirin’s own sake, since I didn’t want him spending time in prison—but it was fun to make the suggestion and watch them both react.

And I didn’t expect to have any fun on the mission itself. I would have to steel myself to walk into PrimeCorp Main again. The place didn’t inspire a warm and fuzzy feeling in me—more like stress, fear, and frustration. I’d spent most of my life assiduously avoiding doing this very thing.

The only bright spot in that trip was a new wormhole between Delta Pavonis and Lambda Saggitae. After months of observation and testing, the Council had declared it stable and opened it to general travel, which meant that it took us only five days and a few hours to reach Earth, compared to more than twice that. Considering the level of tension on the Tane Ikai with Alin Sedmamin on board, the time still dragged until we docked at Central Mass, but I could keep reminding myself that it could have been much worse.

From Central Mass, Jahelia and I rented a flitter for the morning, to take us inland to PrimeCorp’s sprawling corporate headquarters. Jahelia had dressed for the occasion in dark pants, low-heeled boots, and a tailored blazer in red synthwool. A black turtleneck completed the outfit, and created an intriguing impression of casual power. She carried an oversized bag in soft black fabric studded with tiny mirrors. I wasn’t sure I’d achieved the same level of unselfconscious sophistication. Maja and Rei had both insisted on consulting with me on my wardrobe, making me wonder just how awful they thought I usually looked. With their guidance, I’d chosen navy suit pants with a pale mauve blouse of Maja’s and a tailored, asymmetrically-cut dark blue jacket belonging to Rei. They’d also insisted I wear my hair up, at which point I agreed but told them they’d have to style it themselves. I am quite aware of my own limits. The outcome had looked good to me in the mirror on the Tane Ikai, but I wasn’t sure how it stood up next to Jahelia’s cool and seemingly effortless style.

Glancing over at her in the passenger seat of the flitter, I wondered if any of that casual confidence had to do with a weapon she might have concealed somewhere, but PrimeCorp’s headquarters had sophisticated detector systems. She’d never get inside with it. I asked her about it once our flitter had lifted into the air.

“If you have a weapon, you might as well leave it here,” I said. “We’ll be thoroughly screened at PrimeCorp Main.”

She nodded, but continued to stare out the window. Light rain fell, the droplets streaming in wriggling trails across the flitter’s windows. “I’ve been there before, remember? I know all about their ‘restrictions’.”

“Oh, right.” I felt silly for having forgotten that she’d visited Sedmamin there. “But didn’t you say you were a ‘secret’? I thought maybe you weren’t used to using the front door.”

Jahelia flashed me a grin. “Well, not with this name. But no system is failsafe, either,” she said, but wouldn’t explain what she meant. I stopped trying to pry it out of her after about five minutes, and we spent the rest of the flight in relative silence.

PrimeCorp Main was built to be impressive, and I had to admit it fulfilled its mandate. It sprawled over every building on a full city block, and this was just the administrative and research arm. The corporation had offices, labs, factories, and warehouses strewn over almost every corner of Nearspace.

In the centre of the block, the previous building had been demolished and a new centrepiece constructed on the site. It stretched more than sixty floors skyward, taller than anything else in the vicinity, and glistened with green-tinted, solar-receptive glass. Although we didn’t fly over it, I knew the building’s greenroof sported a garden that supplied vegetables for the in-house cafe. PrimeCorp knew how to put its best foot forward no matter what was happening behind the scenes. Glass-walled skyview elevators, offering vistas of the surrounding city and beyond, crawled up and down both the east and west sides of the building. We left the flitter at a nearby parkade and walked the last block to the complex. The city streets bustled, as city streets tend to do, with a mix of humans, Lobors, and Vilisians that felt so natural, it was hard to believe humans had ever inhabited Earth as the only sentient species. City-dwellers, more than most, seemed to accept the blending of the three alien species as natural, inevitable, and hardly deserving of notice. They walked, talked, argued, shared food, and even held hands. It was nice to disappear into this sea of people, anonymous for a short time. It was also easy to forget the looming danger lurking just beyond the borders of Nearspace, to believe that the concerns of space stations and aliens who wished us harm was very far away. And I suppose it was, by some measurements. By others, it was far too close.

Jahelia Sord walked silently next to me, apparently lost in her own thoughts. We were in sight of the PrimeCorp Main doors when she said, suddenly businesslike, “I expect you’ll do most of the talking. I’m just along for the ride, right?”

“Sure,” I agreed. “According to Sedmamin, it’s my name that will get us inside. I hope they don’t pay too much attention to it. Find it on a list, wave us in, and forget about us.”

“And if it doesn’t go quite that smoothly,” she said, “we have each others’ backs, right?” She’d turned to look at me, brown eyes serious and dark.

I wasn’t sure what she was getting at, and felt my forehead tighten in an involuntary frown. “Well—yes. What do you mean?”

She looked away, ahead to where PrimeCorp waited, and shrugged a little. “Never mind. I know we’re good. I’m not used to doing this sort of thing with anyone else. With a partner.” She half-smiled.

“Oh, we’re partners now?” I grinned back. “I guess we are. So how often do you do ‘this sort of thing’? By which I assume you mean, gain access to a corporate building under false pretenses, with the intent to steal something from the premises.”

She mimed counting on the fingers of both hands. “Not all that often, really. Considering how old I am.”

I laughed. “Considering how old I am, I guess it’s more surprising that I haven’t done it before.”

“First time for everything,” Jahelia Sord said, and opened the glittering glass front doors of PrimeCorp Main.

 

WHATEVER I THOUGHT of PrimeCorp, I had to admit the lobby of their main headquarters was an impressive sight. The floor of the vast space shone, pale, polished marble with the corporation’s atom logo inset in the centre. Overhead, a huge glass dome vaulted skyward three stories. Full-grown trees stretched leafy boughs up to catch the light, lining a boulevard that channeled visitors and employees to a bank of escalators and elevators at the far end of the room. A thin stream of people moved toward and away from the elevators. A curved desk, also marble, presented visitors with no fewer than three receptionists, all bright, smiling, and ready to assist. The woman in the middle spoke to a tall Vilisian, and the Lobor on the left side of the desk was apparently in conversation with someone via a headset implant.

The young Vilisian on the right side of the desk caught my eye, and I moved toward him.

“Good morning, and welcome to PrimeCorp Main,” he said, smiling. “How may I help you?”

“Luta Paixon,” I said, hoping I sounded both confident and a bit bored. “We have an appointment.”

Sedmamin had assured us that we wouldn’t be asked who our appointment was with—that would be considered intrusive. The only information attached to my name on a visitor’s list would be the building floor or section I’d be looking for, so the receptionist could offer directions if needed.

The young man nodded and consulted a screen set into the top of the desk, tilted just slightly toward him so that he could read it easily. He typed a few commands on an input device I couldn’t see, and then nodded. “You’re on the sixtieth floor, main tower,” he said. “The last two elevators on your right at the back of the lobby will be the fastest.”

From behind the desk he pulled two badges marked “Visitor” and handed them to us. “Please keep these visible while you’re in the building, and return them to me when you’re leaving,” he said. “They alert our security staff that you’ve checked in and are cleared to be here.”

“Thanks for your help,” I said, handing one badge to Jahelia and clipping the other to my lapel. “We’ll see you in a bit.”

We rounded the desk and headed for the elevators he’d indicated.

“Well, that was easy,” Jahelia said in a low voice.

“We’re not even on the elevator yet,” I said. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“He said sixtieth floor, but Sedmamin’s office is on sixty-one,” she said. “Do you think they’ll monitor where we stop?”

“We stop at sixty, and walk up one. Even PrimeCorp has to have stairs in case the power goes out.”

We stepped into an elevator with a bored-looking Lobor, a woman in a dark green power suit who didn’t take her eyes off her datapad, and a man who smiled noncommittally at us and then stared at the floor progress screen. They got off at the fifteenth, twenty-eighth, and fortieth floors respectively, and we were on our own for the last twenty. We rode mainly in silence, since the elevator would undoubtedly have video and audio surveillance. Around floor fifty-two Jahelia said, “Contact” to me in a low voice to let me know that she had Sedmamin on her implant comm. I wasn’t one for implants myself, beyond the forearm ID that everyone in Nearspace had, so Jahelia was the one with a direct line to Sedmamin.

We exited at the sixtieth floor and were confronted by a massive wall-mounted screen, directing us to offices, departments, and labs. We ignored all that and found the nearest stairwell. Most offices had their doors open and people milled about in the hallways, so we just looked like we knew exactly what we were doing and where we were going, and everyone ignored us completely. I thought Sedmamin must be asking Jahelia for a progress report, because I noticed her mutter a low phrase a couple of times, and she certainly wasn’t talking to me. She caught my eye and rolled hers, so I knew my assumption must be correct.

The stairwell was deserted and we climbed easily. Once on the sixty-first floor, Jahelia led the way. I’d had the dubious pleasure of visiting Sedmamin’s office a couple of times in the past, but that had been in the old building. We followed a long, straight corridor, richly carpeted in a colour I thought of as “PrimeCorp red,” and at the very end reached a double glass door marred by patches of adhesive where a name plate had been recently removed. Jahelia raised her eyebrows at me, took a visible breath, and opened the door.

The long, angled secretary’s desk and seating area were empty, as Sedmamin had promised. We stepped in and closed the door behind us, and Jahelia dipped a hand into her bag. She brought it out and pressed something tiny next to the doorknob.

“What’s that?”

“Motion sensor. If anyone opens this door now, I’ll get a ping.”

I wished I’d thought of that. I glanced around and saw the closed door that led, I presumed, to the inner sanctum.

We crossed quickly and opened it, stepping inside and closing it behind us. I was surprised to find that we were in a small antechamber containing a single desk and three chairs. Another closed door led further inside.

“When you don’t rate the big office, you get to have your meeting here,” Jahelia said.

“And did you rate the big office?”

“Always,” she said with a grin, and opened the next door.

Sedmamin’s office—or former office—was huge and sleek. Windows wrapped two walls and looked out over the greenroof of the slightly lower second PrimeCorp tower, and beyond that, the city. A corner sofa in white leather offered seating for cozy business chats, while a long conference table waited for more serious discussion. Tall plants added dashes of green to the room, and the floor was a warm, striated green tile. Sedmamin’s desk, a white and black monstrosity, was flanked by a touch-table. The room, elegant as it was, had a deserted feel. I felt certain that in other parts of the corporation, a war for this space was already being waged.

Yet another door, closed, was set into the far wall. I listened at it, heard nothing, and opened it to peer inside. As I’d expected, it was an executive washroom, complete with shower and sauna as well as the usual amenities. “Washroom,” I told Jahelia, closing the door again.

“Let’s do this,” Jahelia said, as if relieved to finally be able to speak. Sedmamin had assured us that his office was not monitored, although I didn’t have absolute faith in that belief. Sedmamin’s current position was proof that he hadn’t been pulling all the strings at PrimeCorp Main, and surveillance chips could be minuscule. In and out fast, that’s how I wanted this to go.

As promised, the smooth white surface of Sedmamin’s desk held a single data chip, and I snatched that up as Jahelia stood at the tabletop screen and double-tapped it to bring it to life. Her fingers danced over the surface as she entered her passcode and the file system resolved on the screen. She let out a sigh and flashed a grin at me. “I’m still in here,” she said.

“I didn’t know you were worried about that.”

She shrugged. “You never know.”

I handed her the chip and she slotted it into the table. The outer rim of the tabletop screen turned green and another layer of files displayed.

“Perfect.” She opened her bag and took out a chipcase, extracting the one Sedmamin had given her and slotting it into another port. While it ran through a handshaking routine, she pulled her datapad out of her bag, too, and set it on the desk. “Say hello to Luta, Pita.”

“Good morning, Captain Paixon,” said a cheery voice from the datapad.

“Good morning, Pita.” Intellectually, I knew that Pita was nothing more than a very sophisticated AI, but I thought of her as more than that. Her interface was based on Jahelia Sord’s own personality, and she’d been instrumental in allowing me to interact with the first of the friendly Chron we’d encountered. After that “bonding” experience, I’d secretly been sorry to give her back to her rightful owner. Although from time to time she was a bit of a pain in the ass, from which, Jahelia had told me, her name derived.

“Yes, I’m doing that now,” Jahelia responded to her implant.

Jahelia hurriedly entered commands, her fingers flying nimbly over the screen. “Pita, you should be able to interface with the database now.” Then, to Sedmamin, “Yes, I see that. Everything in that sector? All right.” She stood straight and put her hands on her hips, staring down at the tabletop screen.

“Okay Pita, start the download when you’re ready.”

“Download initiated,” Pita said after a brief pause.

“The files are downloading now,” Jahelia relayed to Sedmamin. “All right, now let’s deal with that other little matter,” Jahelia said, keying something else into the tabletop screen

The first alarm bells rang in my head. Sedmamin had given us clear instructions on what we had to do, and they’d involved only one task.

“Should you be distracting Pita with anything else?” I asked carefully. “No offense, Pita.”

“None taken, Captain. But I am an extremely efficient multi-tasker.”

Jahelia didn’t answer me, only said, “Never mind, Chairman, it’s nothing about you.”

“What are you doing?” I leaned down to make her look at me.

She grinned. “Just fixing a little something while we’re here anyway. Don’t worry about it.” She typed a couple more things.

I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or Sedmamin. “How long will it take?”

She shrugged. “Not long. Pita, how’s it going?”

“Searching the database, Jahelia,” the AI told her.

“Look, Sedmamin, if you don’t shut up about that I’m shutting the implant down,” Jahelia hissed. “I told you it’s not your concern.”

I glanced at the door. I couldn’t shake the feeling it would open any moment and we’d be caught. I had no doubt what Sedmamin was demanding to know, and I felt the same way.

Jahelia reached up and pressed a spot behind her ear.

“Did you just—”

She looked at me defiantly. “He deserved it. He wouldn’t shut up. And we don’t need him anymore now.”

“Okay, what’s Pita up to? We came here with one job, and you’re doing that.”

Jahelia threw me a catlike grin. “I couldn’t pass up the chance to fix one little item while we’re here.”

I folded my arms and narrowed my eyes at her. “Your ship.”

“Look, it’s not taking any extra time. Pita’s going to find it and just delete its existence from the database.”

“You already changed the drive signature and the ship’s registration,” I said. “They’re not coming after you. Are you feeling paranoid?”

She shrugged, completely unapologetic. “Sedmamin still owes me,” she said. “He can’t fix this for me anymore, so I’m doing it myself. That’s my ship, Captain, and I don’t have any intention of letting anyone take it from me. I want every trace of its existence out of the database here. I’d expect you, of all people, to understand that.”

And I did. I sighed. If Sord felt even a little bit about her Shadow’s Eclipse the way I felt about the Tane Ikai, I had to let her do this.

“As long as it doesn’t put us at any greater risk,” I said, unwilling to give in too easily.

“It’s already happening, and it won’t,” she said.

Her ID implant pinged softly, and she looked at me with sudden concern.

“Someone just opened the outer door.”

 

WE FROZE. IN the seconds available to us, my mind ran through the possible options. Wait to see if they come into the inner office. Hide in the washroom. Quietly knock the person out and run.

I hoped Jahelia wasn’t considering anything more drastic. I’d never felt more conscious of her potential volatility.

Then the need for a decision was out of my hands. A voice called out, “Luta? Can we talk? I know you’re here.”

Jahelia turned wide, slightly dazed eyes in my direction, and I realized absurdly that I’d never seen her so taken aback. My own heart raced so loudly in my ears I wondered if she could hear it. The cold of shock drained heat from my hands and face.

Jahelia mouthed one word at me. “Who?”

I swallowed. I knew the voice, but I couldn’t seem to get the word out. And in the next heartbeat, it didn’t matter, because the inner door opened and my ex-son-in-law, Taso Tacan, poked his head into the room. He hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d seen him, and he threw us a lazy grin when he saw our shocked faces. I almost put a hand up to check that my jaw hadn’t dropped open.

“Hey, don’t look so worried,” he said, putting up a placatory palm as he came all the way into the office and closed the door behind him. “No-one else knows you’re here. I want to keep it that way.”

“Great. That means no-one will know what happened to you,” Jahelia said. I glanced over and saw that from somewhere she’d produced a tiny, palm-sized oval disk. She held it toward Taso threateningly. It was only partially visible in her hand, and I didn’t know what it was, but I knew Jahelia. This might not end well.

“Whoa, okay, let’s calm down,” I said. “Jahelia, I don’t know what that is, but let’s not make the situation worse.”

She raised an eyebrow. “We might have different definitions of worse, but I’m listening. You know this guy?”

Heat flooded my extremities now, and I felt my face flush. My legs twitched with adrenaline, shouting at me to do something, but I managed to fight it. Instead I crossed my arms casually and leaned back against the edge of Sedmamin’s monstrous desk. “Jahelia Sord, meet my former son-in-law, Taso Tacan. Taso, I’m assuming you already know who Jahelia is.”

He shrugged. “Not really. It’s you I’m here to see. Pleased to meet you, though, Ms. Sord.”

“Can’t say I feel the same.”

Taso ignored the jab and turned his full attention on me. “Look, Luta, I know this has to be short, and I’m happy to make it that way. I want to make a deal with you, and I don’t think you’ll find it difficult to say yes.”

I noticed then that Taso wore a PrimeCorp ID badge on the left side of his shirt. Unlike mine and Jahelia’s, though, his did not proclaim him a “Visitor.” None of this made sense. What connection did Taso have with PrimeCorp? I swallowed.

“Keep talking. I’m listening.”

“I know you’ve got Alin Sedmamin with you on the Tane Ikai,” he said rapidly. “And you must know that PrimeCorp wants him.”

I said nothing and kept my face neutral as my thoughts spun. Had Maja told Taso that we had Sedmamin? Why would she? Or had Taso been monitoring us that closely? At least Jahelia had shut down her implant. It probably wouldn’t be great to have Sedmamin listening in on this.

Taso went on, “I don’t really know why you’re here, and I don’t care. All I want is Sedmamin.”

I frowned. That was surprising enough to make me ask, “Why?”

He smiled and rubbed the thumb and fingertips of his right hand together in the classic gesture for money. “They’ll pay me big time to deliver him. They came to me because of my connection to you.”

My brain was still not up to speed. “But why would they think I’d even be involved? They know better than anyone that Sedmamin and I have never been friends.”

Taso shrugged. “He didn’t go to anyone else they thought he would. They figured there was a chance he had something on you—some leverage he could use—to force you into helping him get away.”

Yes, that would be PrimeCorp’s thinking. They’d never consider that I might help Sedmamin for altruistic reasons, or because he had something that I wanted. Or maybe even that he’d sell them out in exchange for freedom. That classic PrimeCorp hubris.

“So that’s why you were in touch with Maja. Did she tell you Sedmamin was with us?”

Taso barked a short laugh. “My dear ex-wife wouldn’t tell me anything, don’t worry. I thought maybe I could still charm it out of her, but I guess I’ve lost my touch.”

I wanted to punch him, and also tell him that he was out of his league getting involved with PrimeCorp. I decided to save my dignity and my breath. He’d been the one to cut ties with my family and Maja obviously hadn’t been taken in by him again. And as for PrimeCorp, he’d made his choice already. I didn’t owe him anything. I played along, but I couldn’t make it too easy for him or he’d be suspicious.

I shrugged. “Say that’s what happened. If you knew we were coming here, why didn’t you just tell PrimeCorp and let them deal with it? If they caught me here, they’d have all the cards. You know my crew would hand Sedmamin over to cut me loose. All you had to do was make a call.”

Taso’s blue eyes narrowed and a smug look crept over his face. “And they might not feel they had to pay me if all I did was tip them off. No, I want to physically hand Sedmamin over myself, so they can’t squirm out of our deal.”

I knew all too well that PrimeCorp would do whatever it took to cancel a bad deal, and that the safest place to be in that case would be far, far away from their sphere of influence. But I merely asked, “So what’s this about? Why are you here?”

“I’m here to make a deal,” Taso said.

“You let us walk out of here, and we hand over Sedmamin to you,” Jahelia said. “That’s pretty obvious.”

Taso continued to talk to me. “Look, I know you hate the guy. Whatever reason you have for being here, you’re not looking out for his health. Just promise you’ll hand him over to me. That’s all there is to it.”

I laughed. “And you’ll take my word for it?”

He cocked his head at me and one side of his mouth twisted up in a smile. “I know you and Maja had your issues,” he said. “There were times I thought she downright hated you. But she always said that once you said you’d do a thing, you’d do it. She didn’t always mean it as a compliment. But I don’t think you’ll lie about this. You hate Sedmamin anyway. And if I found you once, I can find you again. PrimeCorp has ample resources I can call on.”

“I could take care of this, Captain,” Jahelia said in a terrifyingly rational and detached voice. “I can put three bioplas flechettes in his throat in less time than it takes to suggest it. We’d be out of here long before anyone discovered the body.”

I pretended to consider, and my mind truly was racing, trying to figure the best way to deal with him. The main thing was that Jahelia and I walk out of here with the files. Giving Jahelia free rein to use her little gadget would be one way—I believed she was totally serious. But I didn’t want to leave a mess behind us if I could help it. We had enough to deal with. And I didn’t think the situation warranted murder.

“I can’t give him to you right away,” I said. “What we’re—collecting—here . . . he’s got to have time to deal with it or my investment is worthless.” I kept it vague, hoping he’d interpret that to mean that I was making money on this enterprise. And that his loyalty to PrimeCorp didn’t extend past his own self-interests.

He held up a hand. “Hey, I get that. You’ve got an operation going here, I don’t want to mess it up for you. I just want the same consideration from you.”

I looked away from him and at Jahelia, who glanced at me and shrugged. Her arm, pointing the deadly gadget, hadn’t wavered while Taso and I talked.

“I’m supposed to deliver Sedmamin to FarView Station,” I told Taso carefully. “But after that I promised him I’d take him to a safe haven. We could make an unscheduled stop at Rhea or Renata. Your choice. I won’t do a handover at FarView. Too many people in too small a place, and too much Protectorate presence.”

Taso nodded gravely. “That’ll work. I’ll send you an aliased ID code where you can reach me when you’re back in Delta Pavonis. I’ll arrange the details and tell you where to meet.”

“And come up with a story for me to tell Sedmamin?”

“I’ll leave that part up to you. You’re a smart lady. You’ll come up with something.” His face and his voice hardened then, and I wondered what had become of the young man I’d been happy to see Maja marry, long ago. “Don’t try to break our deal, though, Luta. This has been amicable—” he glanced at Jahelia—“for the most part. But it won’t stay that way if you double-cross me.”

I shrugged and kept my voice light. “Hey, you’ve got it right. Sedmamin’s nothing to me, once this job is finished.”

He nodded. “Then let’s get out of here, shall we, ladies? Ms. Sord, you can put that thing back in your pocket now. I guarantee you won’t need it.”

“I’ll just keep it handy, thanks,” Jahelia Sord said in a bored drawl. “Let me get my datapad.” She retrieved Pita from where the datapad still lay on Sedmamin’s tech-table, after a glance at the screen. She ejected the two data chips and slipped them and the datapad into her bag, then turned and nodded to me. She kept the oval disk in her right hand.

“All right, we’re done here. Let’s go,” I told Taso.

He stepped aside and motioned us out the door and I went, feeling like someone had painted a bulls-eye on my back.

But Taso kept his word and escorted us uneventfully down the corridor, to the elevator, and inside. We didn’t talk as the car carried us smoothly and swiftly down to the lobby level, stopping only a few times along the way to collect and disgorge passengers. When the doors opened at the bottom, I nodded to Taso without smiling and headed across the sprawling lobby toward the exit. Jahelia kept an easy pace beside me, but she kept one hand in her pocket, and I knew she still clasped her tiny weapon inside it. We stopped briefly at the desk to return our badges. I fully expected guards or alarms at any second, but it didn’t happen.

We didn’t talk until the doors of PrimeCorp Main had closed behind us and we were a city block away. Jahelia paused near a storefront filled with colourful bio-weave jackets and pulled Pita out of her bag.

“Pita? You got it all done?”

“Absolutely,” the AI answered. “Files accessed and copied, and one ship effectively erased from existence.”

“Excellent.” Jahelia slipped the datapad back into her bag, and we resumed walking. Her next question was directed at me. “You have no intention of giving Sedmamin to him, do you?”

I shook my head. “Not in the least.”

She turned to grin at me. “I noticed that you didn’t actually say you’d do it. He only thought you did.”

I returned the grin. “I learned a long time ago that sometimes people hear what they want to hear. Now, tell me about that very interesting device you kept pointed at him that whole time.”

Jahelia Sord held out the disk and pressed a tiny button on the side. It opened like a clam shell, and she proffered it to me. Inside was a scattering of small white pellets.

“Mint?” she asked, her eyes dancing. “I learned a long time ago that sometimes people see what you want them to see.”

 

 


Chapter 15 – Lanar 
Mistrust and Rebellion

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I KNEW THAT Regina wouldn’t have set me an impossible task deliberately, but asking me to figure out where the Chron were slipping into Nearspace felt like one. I went back to the Cheswick with a promise from her that she’d send me all the information the scouts had gathered. She was as good as her word. I’d barely been back aboard the Cheswick long enough to file the first of several reports when the datapacket from Regina arrived with an urgent notification ping.

The scouts she’d sent out to attempt a trace on the drive signatures of the Chron ships came back with little helpful information. They’d followed signature traces that led to the vicinity of the Split, but that didn’t make sense. The Split, a malformed wormhole that few pilots would even attempt to traverse, opened into an uninhabited system, GI182. This system had been well-explored for years, since the Split didn’t afford an easily traversable connection, and every wormhole explorer out there would have loved to be the one to find a viable alternative. It seemed unlikely that GI182 held an undiscovered wormhole from Chron space.

I’d never traversed the Split myself, but I knew Luta had made the skip at least three times—possibly more, during the shadowy years when I wasn’t always entirely sure what my sister was up to.

I hit my implant and called the bridge.

“Commander Drake,” Linna answered. “What can I do for you, Admiral?”

“Would you find out where Viss and Yuskeya are now?” I asked her. When I’d left the Cheswick to go and meet Regina, they’d gone to book temporary accommodations until Luta and the Tane Ikai returned. They’d both experienced the Split firsthand, so they might have valuable input for me. If they weren’t sick of me by now. They deserved a break, but I needed them.

“I’ll ping them,” Linna promised. “What’s the message?”

I considered. “Ask if they’ll join me for dinner in my quarters,” I said. “Something’s come up and I really need to speak with them.”

“Direct reply to you?”

“Yes, thanks, Linna.”

I spent a little more time perusing the reports, but Yuskeya messaged me promptly. “Thanks for the invitation, Admiral,” she said. “I’m assuming this is more than just social.”

“I’m sorry, Commander, I know you thought you were rid of me for a while.”

Yuskeya smiled. “Admiral, please.”

“Well, I could use your opinions. I promise I won’t keep you long this evening.”

“No need to apologize. We’ll see you then.”

I made sure the dinner would be worth their while, ordering an Italian pasta and sausage dish I knew Yuskeya liked, salad, fresh-baked pano, and cheesecake for dessert from one of the station restaurants. It arrived, hot and delicious, at the same time as Viss and Yuskeya, so we sat down to eat right away. We talked through the meal.

“You’ve both been through the Split with Luta,” I began once we’d loaded our plates.

They nodded. Viss said, “And I have a bit of previous experience as well.”

Yuskeya raised her eyebrows at him over a bite of pasta, but said nothing.

“All right. Here’s the thing,” I said, forking salad. “Fleet Commander Holles put a trace on the drive signatures of some of the Chron ships, to try and figure out how they’re arriving in Nearspace. The attack on FarView didn’t originate through the wormholes we know about. Not the one in Tau Ceti, and not the one the Tane Ikai has traversed.”

“We’ve found another entry point?” Yuskeya asked, pausing with her hand on her wineglass.

I shook my head. “Unfortunately, no. The sigs seem to lead to the Split, but they haven’t been able to find anything corresponding in GI182.”

“Probably just dissipated,” Viss said. “I’m assuming the Protectorate ships didn’t go through the Split themselves? So, by the time they got someone to go in from Eridani—”

I shook my head. “One of the scouts actually did go through,” I said. Viss looked surprised. I nodded. “I know. No-one does it lightly. But they got the go-ahead from Regina. He came right out in GI182, and there was no trail there to pick up.”

Yuskeya frowned. “There can’t be an operant moon or an activator in GI182. There probably isn’t a better-mapped system in Nearspace. Everyone would love to find a hidden wormhole there. Surely any Chron artifact in that system would have been discovered.”

“I know. What do you think is going on there?” I asked. “That’s why you’re here. I need ideas, and I thought getting them from someone with actual experience of the Split would make sense.”

Viss frowned as he chewed thoughtfully. “We have readings that put them around this end of the Split, but not the other. Only two possibilities come to mind.”

“They exit through the bad side?” Yuskeya asked. “There’s nowhere else to go inside the wormhole.”

Viss pointed his fork at her. “That’s one. The other is that they’re ‘ghosting’ a wormhole with an operant device and an activator drive. Making a second wormhole that mirrors it but comes out elsewhere. In this case, near the Split.”

“But like Yuskeya said, there’s no operant moon in GI182. Or here, at this end of the Split. Unless it’s invisible, and in that case, we might as well give up now,” I said.

“They’re not ghosting the Split,” Viss said, tapping the tines of his fork on his plate. “They’re ghosting a wormhole on the other end, and making it open near the Split. Or maybe even sharing the terminal point.”

“Is that even possible?” I’d read the reports on the Corvid’s ghosting technology, but I had to admit I hadn’t absorbed every detail.

Viss shrugged. “Have to ask a Corvid that.”

Yuskeya looked thoughtful. “Didn’t the Corvids say that using that ghosting technology caused wormholes to have problems, become unstable or changed in different ways? Time effects and other things? Maybe that’s why the Split is the way it is. Maybe the Chron ruined it long ago.”

Viss nodded. “And we already avoid the Split because it’s an unknown, and anyone who’s gone through the bad side has never returned. Nothing scares us like the unknown. They could be pretty certain of not running into anyone around either end of the Split in Nearspace.”

“Or maybe Yuskeya’s right, and it is the bad side,” I said. “There could be a Chron base in some system you might reach by sliding off that side of the Split, and we’d never know it.”

“I think it’s entirely possible,” Viss said. “It might not even be hard to do—just let the ship slide off the safe side and you’re through, right? But it’s a damn hard thing to investigate or verify.”

“Because who’s going to take the chance?” Yuskeya finished his thought. “The Protectorate wouldn’t order someone to try it. It could be a suicide move.”

I nodded. “I don’t think Regina would approve such a mission, even if someone volunteered. Not without a lot more evidence that it would be survivable.”

“Well, I’ve got skip data from at least two runs through the Split in the Tane Ikai’s computer,” Viss volunteered. “I’ve never really had the chance to study it, but it’s there. Could be something in it that would help.”

“But that’s not accessible until Luta gets back,” Yuskeya said. “Any point in going out there and just seeing if there’s anything new to see?”

“I’m not taking the Cheswick into the Split,” I said automatically, then laughed ruefully at myself. “See, it’s a knee-jerk reaction.”

“Well, I didn’t mean we had to go into it,” Viss said. “But maybe go out there and look at it with different eyes, see if there’s something we haven’t noticed up until now. Send a data-collector probe through.”

I set down my fork. “An excellent idea. And since you say ‘we,’ I assume you mean you’ll come along for the ride?”

Viss and Yuskeya shared a glance. “I don’t really have a choice, Admiral, do I?” Yuskeya asked with a half-smile. “I’m still a Protectorate officer.”

“I’ll go where she goes,” Viss said, “but yes, I’d actually like to come along. We could take readings that I could compare with the data on the Tane Ikai when we get it.”

“Except that we’re not going into the wormhole,” I reminded him.

Viss laughed. “Not yet.”

 

I TOLD REGINA our plan the next day and filed a survey route to the Split. We’d stay only a day. Earlier that morning word had arrived of a Chron incursion into Beta Hydri and an attack on Damyadi Station there. There was no explanation for how the Chron had managed to get to that system, although it gave credence to Viss’s theory about the use of the Corvid ghosting technology.

“I don’t know how we stop them if that’s the case,” Regina said over a secure connection. I was in my office, alone, and she in her hospital room on FarView. “You didn’t hear that from me, Lanar, but I don’t know what else to do. It’s the Chron war all over again, and even if we had the same technology, how do you stop an enemy who can appear anywhere, anytime?”

“We could find out more about that technology from the Corvids,” I suggested. “Maybe there’s a way to block it, and we just don’t know.”

“It would be worth asking.” She tugged at the silver lock of hair agitatedly, pulling it down from its loose coil and winding it around her finger. “I’ll see to that. We need to stop the Chron getting into Nearspace. They’ve got us on the defensive, and you and I both know that’s not the way to win a war. But we can’t risk making an offensive move, either, no matter what Mauronet would like to see.”

“We don’t even know enough about their space to know where to go,” I agreed. “But maybe with the communications relay set up to the Relidae and Professor Brindlepaw we could remedy that. If we pool our knowledge it could benefit everyone.”

She nodded. “I’m working on that. We need all the information we can get.”

“Okej. And maybe we’ll get some answers at the wormhole.” For once, I wanted to end this conversation with Regina as quickly as possible. It was difficult to look at the despair in her eyes and know that she might see the same thing mirrored in mine.

Viss and Yuskeya met me on the bridge, eager to go and glad to have something constructive to do.

From FarView, it was only a matter of hours to reach the Split. Despite the brief transit, the crew seemed on edge; perhaps they thought I was planning a secret foray into the dangerous wormhole.

From the outside, the Split looks like any other wormhole—a darker splotch against space’s ebony backdrop. Despite all my years in the Protectorate, I’d never skipped through the Split. It wasn’t forbidden—it was simply so dangerous that no-one attempted it without a very good reason. It was almost always a better idea to go around the long way. I knew that Luta had traversed it three times in her life, and there was a tiny, deeply-buried seed of envy in me for that.

Not that I had any desire to take the Cheswick into that dark eye at the moment.

We arrived and took up a stationary hold a little distance from the wormhole, and Viss and Yuskeya joined me on the bridge. If we initiated the Ford-Roman drive the wormhole would become stable and open in front of us like a doorway. Instead it was simply a dark blot in space. If you looked closely enough with the screen magnified, you might see a swirl of darker tendrils of matter within it, but that was all.

Viss and Yuskeya had a conference with my chief science officer at her station, setting up scans. Although Viss had said he hadn’t had a chance to study the readings from the Tane Ikai’s skips through the Split in any detail, he’d obviously reviewed them to some extent. He was detailing to Lieutenant-Commander Alice Payette the data he wanted to collect, and I caught myself marveling again at the sheer range of the man’s knowledge. It was a shame he’d never become a full member of the Protectorate. Or maybe it wasn’t, I mused. It might be better for us to have the benefit of his expertise when we needed it, and be able to call on him to work outside the lines when the necessity arose.

After the scans were started, things got . . . boring, fast. Waiting while data is collected isn’t the most stimulating part of being in the Protectorate.

It didn’t stay boring for long.

“Ship on the long range,” Linna Drake reported. “Coming from the direction of FarView.”

I swung around to face her. “Can we identify them?”

After a pause, she said, “I have a drive signature. It’s a Protectorate vessel.”

I felt some of the tension drain out of my shoulders. “Particulars?”

“Working.”

I flicked the display on my screen to show the blip of the approaching ship.

“It’s the NPV Dorland,” Drake said. “Admiral Antar Mauronet, commanding.”

I frowned. Unlikely that Regina would send Mauronet, of all people, out here to join me. So, what was he doing here? I didn’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as the Dorland drew close enough, he messaged me.

“Admiral,” I acknowledged when I opened the connection. Mauronet’s face filled my screen, looking smug. “What can I do for you?”

“Just here to assist, Admiral,” he said with an insincere smile.

“The Cheswick is collecting wormhole data,” I told him. “Not really a lot we need assistance with.”

Admiral Mauronet cocked his head and regarded me. “Whatever you say, Admiral. I suspect you’re here for a lot more than that. And the Dorland stands ready to help.”

“You still think I’m heading off on some secret mission to attack the Chron, don’t you? This obsession is going to hurt your career, Mauronet.”

“I’m not concerned about my career, Admiral Mahane. I’m concerned with the safety and security of Nearspace.”

“So you’re following me around? Not the most productive use of your time.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

I shrugged. This was going nowhere. “All right, Admiral. Stay and observe as long as you like. Just don’t interfere with the wormhole.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, and I signalled to the comm officer to close the channel.

“Is he as crazy as I think he is?” Linna Drake asked me.

“I don’t know how good your imagination is, Commander,” I told her. “But I’m guessing the answer is yes.”

 

MAURONET BACKED THE Dorland off to the opposite side of the wormhole and sat in silence. Every time I glanced out the viewscreen and saw him sitting there I grew more annoyed, but I kept it to myself. If he wanted to sit there and waste time, that was his call. I updated my logs with our activity and his message, and tried to find something else to do.

After a couple of hours, Viss messaged me. I’d gone down to engineering for a chat about wormholes and ghosting technology with my chief engineer.

“Scans are finished,” Viss said. “Payette and I would like to do some comparisons with the readings the scouts collected. Then later, maybe we can fire up the Ford-Roman drive and—”

“We’re not going through there.”

He laughed. “No. I was going to say collect some more data with the mouth open, that’s all. Then when your sister’s back, we can get the comparison data.”

Yuskeya said in the background, “We should try to get one of the Corvids to come and look at this. They know more about wormholes than any of us, right? And ghosting, and operant moons, and all the rest of it.”

“I already spoke to Regina about that. She’s going to see if we can pry one of them away from the repairs on their station. I’m coming back to the bridge now.”

Once there, I told Linna we’d be running the skip drive but on no account skipping.

She nodded to the viewscreen where the Dorland hung, presumably watching us. “Are we going to tell our friend our plan?” she asked me with a straight face.

I shook my head and gave her an evil grin. “Let’s let him freak out a little first, and then—” I broke off. Something out the front viewscreen had grabbed my attention.

Without warning, the wormhole’s dark eye grew a bright, flickering edge, a thin glow that quickly brightened to white-hot. Glowing plasma streamed in arcing tendrils from the edges toward the centre.

“Did someone start the Ford-Roman drive?” I asked. I hadn’t given any such order.

“No, sir,” Linna Drake said sharply. “It’s not us.”

“Is it the Dorland?”

“Negative. Something’s coming through the wormhole. No tracer ping.”

I was on my feet. “Back us off, Commander. I want distance between us and that wormhole.” If no tracer had come through, that meant it wasn’t a Nearspace ship on the other side. We had strict protocols to ensure that ships never entered opposite ends of a wormhole at the same time, or would exit and collide with someone else about to enter.

The Cheswick veered off and I clutched at my chair to keep my balance. I glimpsed the other ship moving as well and wondered if Mauronet realized what was happening. “Engage shields. Open a channel to the Dorland,” I barked at comms. Damn Mauronet for making me look out for his azeno when he wasn’t even supposed to be here.

When the channel opened, I said shortly, “No tracer ping, Admiral.”

“Were you expecting this?” he demanded.

“Don’t be an ass. Close the channel,” I ordered comms in disgust, and left him without another word. If he couldn’t let go of his absurd conspiracy obsession for one minute—

A Chron ship, spidery and black and utterly deadly looking, emerged from the wormhole at speed. It banked left when it saw the Cheswick, swerved right and saw the Dorland, and turned nose up ninety degrees away from us. Mauronet’s ship darted after it in pursuit.

“Go after it,” I ordered, but Linna Drake said, “Wormhole’s not closing, Admiral.”

“Belay that order.” If the wormhole hadn’t closed when the Chron ship came through, then something else was transiting. Another Chron ship? “Back us off from the wormhole another fifty klicks.”

While we moved, the centre of the wormhole continued to arc and writhe, and then the second Chron ship came through. This one reacted more quickly to our presence, launching an energy weapon even as it bore down on us. The shields flared as it impacted, but it was a weak hit. The Chron ship careened off after its partner and the Dorland.

“Engage—” I started, but glanced out the viewscreen to be sure. “Damne,” I swore. The wormhole hadn’t reverted to normal.

“How many of them are there going to be?” Yuskeya asked. She and Viss had moved to empty stations and settled in chairs. Neither of them had a job to do on this bridge at the moment, so they’d calmly gotten out of the way. Viss, however, was doing something at his screen. I left him to it.

“We can’t wait around to see,” I said. “Can’t leave Mauronet without any support. Follow the other ships,” I told Linna Drake. And if it’s another Chron ship, maybe we don’t want to wait here in full view.

The Cheswick leapt under Linna’s control, arcing to follow the others. Bright flashes burst against the dark velvet of space as energy weapons spurted and shields responded. We weren’t close enough to tell if any of the ships had suffered damage yet.

“Third ship through the wormhole,” Nav reported. Linna Drake had her hands full piloting, so Lieutenant-Commander Payette stepped in to monitor the wormhole. “Readings show it’s closing now. But Admiral,” Payette said, looking up to catch my eye, “that third ship? It’s got a PrimeCorp drive sig.”

It wasn’t a shock, but it was a surprise. They were getting cocky, following Chron ships so closely out of the Split. Obviously, they hadn’t expected anyone to be sitting right outside the wormhole, but this showed little concern about being caught.

That worried me almost more than anything else.

Ahead, both Chron ships had managed to get behind the Dorland, and the Protectorate ship’s shields flared under the heavy fire. “Weapons,” I ordered, “let’s try to get them off Mauronet’s tail. Distract them, take them out if you can. Fire at will.”

“Aye, Admiral.” My Lobor weapons officer, Lieutenant-Commander Huba Jelenka, concentrated on the targeting screen, her ears pinned back. Her hands, dark-furred across their backs, were sure and precise as they locked in on one of the Chron ships.

“PrimeCorp ship is in pursuit,” Lieutenant Hablar reported. “It’s a corvette, possible weapons up to full torps.”

“Armed?” I asked. Surely, they wouldn’t engage. No-one in PrimeCorp could be stupid enough to take on two Protectorate Pegasus ships right here in Nearspace.

Could they?

“Scans show a particle beam coming online.”

I made a quick decision. “Concentrate on the Chron,” I said. “Don’t engage the corvette unless we have to. I want to talk to someone on that ship, and we can’t do that if we blow it up. Commander Drake, full shields and evasive maneuvers. Jelenka, take every opportunity you get at those Chron ships.”

I glanced over at Viss and Yuskeya. They both looked ready to jump out of their chairs and take over the stations they’d normally hold. But this wasn’t their ship, and I had good people in all my positions. I couldn’t help them out. They’d just have to sit and watch.

“Open a channel to the Dorland,” I told my comms officer. “Tell them not to target the PrimeCorp ship. I want it seized once the Chron ships are dealt with.”

Comms sent the message, waited a moment, then said, “The Dorland doesn’t reply, sir, although they must have received.”

“Don’t worry about it. They are a little busy at the moment,” I said, biting back on my annoyance. I felt sure Mauronet was ignoring the message deliberately.

Even though I half expected it, I still felt a jolt of shock when the PrimeCorp ship took aim at us with the particle beam. I wasn’t worried; the shields were rated to take a much rougher barrage than the beam would deliver. If they became damaged by something else, it might be a different story. But for now, we had little to worry about from the PrimeCorp ship. Their temerity in targeting us made me blink.

Wheeling past each other in a mad dance, the Chron ships and the Dorland engaged in a bright, silent exchange of energy weapons and torpedoes. The Dorland’s shields flashed under the impact, but didn’t seem to waver. Mauronet’s gunner was so far too slow in targeting the Chron ships, and the missiles they fired went wide.

We joined the general melee with the PrimeCorp ship blasting away at our rear shields. We ignored them, a bull pricked by a mosquito. I told my comms officer to let me know immediately if any of the ships tried to make contact, but the channels remained quiet and still. Not even a word from Mauronet on the Dorland, and I would have expected him to coordinate with us. I supposed he was either distrustful or angry with me, or maybe just too stubborn to do anything but battle it out on his own. It was a stupid attitude to take when we were outnumbered.

The shields flared around us, and Linna Drake said, “Direct hit from a Chron missile. Shields weakened but holding.”

“Bring the rear weapons array online as well,” I ordered. The five ships engaged in this battle formed a tight, whirling mass now, increasing the risk that one of us would hit an ally. The Chron ships were sleeker and more agile than our heavier Pegasus cruisers, which gave them a distinct advantage. If the third enemy ship had been another of those and not the PrimeCorp corvette, we might have been in trouble.

A torpedo flew from the forward array and caught one of the Chron ships in mid-turn, as it spun to take another long run at the Dorland. It was a beautiful shot, and I knew in the heartbeat before the blossoming explosion that it had gone true. My crew was too well-trained to cheer, but I caught a quick flash of satisfaction cross Linna Drake’s face as she nudged the ship upward and back for another run.

That’s when the PrimeCorp ship surprised me, and it was completely my fault. I knew damn well it was possible for a corvette to be outfitted with full torpedoes, but when they powered up that particle beam, I assumed that was their top-level weapon.

It wasn’t. The corvette swung in close, and their torpedo punched through the aft shield and the hull like they weren’t even there. The force of the impact shuddered the ship and I clutched at the arms of my chair. Viss swore loudly and Yuskeya lurched in her seat. Linna Drake barked an order about the shields.

“Damage report!”

It took a moment, but reports came in. Shields were back online, and the hull damage had been minimal. “Looks like the skip drive is out of commission, though, Admiral,” Lieutenant Hablar told me from engineering. “No wormholes until we can get a closer inspection.”

“Konfirmi,” I told him. There were no wormholes in my immediate plans, anyway. “Bring us around, Commander Drake. We might have to take the corvette out after all, but I want her disabled if possible, not destroyed unless we have to.”

But as we turned, the Dorland sent a spray of wasp missiles directly at the PrimeCorp corvette. I watched as the first three flared against the shields. Then the shields themselves flashed bright, white-hot light which died instantly, and I knew they’d overloaded. The next two missiles punched through the hull like bullets, and the ship exploded in a mass of brilliant light and arcing debris.

“Damne,” I swore again. Mauronet must have known the corvette couldn’t withstand an intense attack. He hadn’t acknowledged my message to leave the PrimeCorp ship alone, so he’d deny ever having received it. But he must have done this on purpose, just to defy me.

I was going to have to punch him again, the next time I saw him.

I was distracted from this pleasant thought, however, as the remaining Chron ship suddenly spun and shot back in the direction of the wormhole. Mauronet’s ship jumped in pursuit, firing a volley of missiles at the retreating ship, but they skimmed above the darting form.

“Go after them,” I told Linna. “We’ll catch the Dorland at the Split even if the Chron ship makes it through, and then he and I are going to have some words.”

But I hadn’t realized just how obsessed Mauronet had become. The Chron ship led the Dorland on a breakneck race to the wormhole, evading everything Mauronet threw at it. From a distance behind them, I saw the wormhole begin to shimmer as the Chron ship activated its equivalent of our Ford-Roman drive, opening the wormhole to allow access.

“They’re going to get away.”

And the Chron ship slipped inside the wormhole and disappeared from our view.

But the Dorland didn’t stop at the entrance to the wormhole, as I’d thought it would. Viss realized it at the same moment I did.

“Wormhole’s not closing,” he said, standing up from the skimchair where he’d managed to stay seated through the encounter. “That idiot’s going to follow the Chron ship through.”

“Has Mauronet ever flown the Split before?” Yuskeya stood too, her smooth brow creased in a frown as she watched the cruiser careen toward the wormhole.

I shook my head. “His pilot, maybe. I don’t know. And look at the speed!”

“Without an experienced pilot he won’t make it,” Viss said.

“Open a channel,” I barked at comms, and when he nodded to me I said, “Admiral Mauronet! Do not enter that wormhole! You won’t make it!”

He answered me, audio only. “I’m taking the fight where it belongs, Mahane,” he said. “Tell Fleet Commander Holles I expect her to do the same.”

And then the Dorland was swallowed up by the shimmering blackness of the Split.
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UNDER THE CLEAR blue sky of Earth, I spent the walk back to the Tane Ikai waiting for a clutch of PrimeCorp thugs to appear out of nowhere and take us down, or at least try to steal Pita. Jahelia didn’t look nervous, but her alertness was almost palpable. Occasionally one of us would stop to look in a store window, point out something to the other. A casual charade of two friends out on a window-shopping stroll. But in reality, neither of us would relax until we were back aboard the ship.

We did talk about one thing in low tones—I told Jahelia that I was not going to mention our conversation with Taso to Alin Sedmamin. “And I don’t want you to say anything about it, either,” I said.

She pursed her lips. “Oh, why not? I wanted to see his face when we told him that all his worst fears were real, and PrimeCorp really is gunning for him.”

I shook my head. “That’s just it. I don’t want him rattled when he’s trying to review these files for the Protectorate. Or when he’s trying to erase things that make him look bad. I don’t want him accidentally deleting something important.”

“Come on, don’t you want him to suffer just a little bit? You know he’s sitting up there on the ship, disgustingly smug over the way this is all working out for him,” Jahelia said persuasively.

I paused to buy us ice-cream sandwiches from a street vendor. When we walked on, I said, “It doesn’t bother me to see Alin Sedmamin uncomfortable. But I don’t want him making any mistakes.”

She sighed and nibbled at her own ice cream. “I suppose you’re right. But if you’re not planning to turn him over to Taso, what are you going to do with him?”

I walked in silence for a moment, savouring the treat. “Give him to the Protectorate and wash my hands of the whole thing, if that’s what they want. Or just take him to Nellera like I said I would. Now that he’s no threat to me, I find I don’t care so much about revenge. I’d really just like to be through with him for good, and that’ll be enough of a perk for me.”

Jahelia stopped in her tracks. “Seriously?”

I shrugged. “Seriously. Now, let’s get him working on these files so we can be rid of his charming company.” I quickened my pace toward the Tane Ikai, and we made it the rest of the way without incident.

We found Sedmamin in the galley, reading on his datapad and polishing off a plate of pasta in cream sauce. He looked up and frowned at Jahelia.

“That was rude.”

She shrugged. “You were being annoying.”

“Well, you’re back intact. I suppose that’s the main thing.”

Jahelia Sord pulled out one of the chairs, swung it around backwards, and sat down, the chair back forming a small wall between her and Sedmamin. She pulled Pita out of her bag and slid the datapad across the table toward Sedmamin. “This is a loan,” she said, “conditional on your taking very good care of her, and returning her to me when you’re finished. If you don’t think you can handle that, say so now.”

Sedmamin gave Jahelia a sardonic grin. “If I recall correctly, I gave you this AI,” he said.

Jahelia put a hand on the datapad. “The operative word there is gave. You told me she was mine to keep, regardless.”

He rolled his eyes. “I did. Your AI is safe with me,” he said. Then he turned to me. “Captain, if we could just retrieve the things from my apartment now, we’ll be able to leave this system entirely and head back for FarView. I know you’ll be anxious to speak with your brother.”

“Sure. Give Rei the directions and we’ll see what we can do. Will there be guards or lookouts on your apartment?”

He drew a deep breath and blew it out. “Quite possibly on the building. But if I stay hidden in the ship and one or more of your crew go to collect the things, I think it will be all right. They’ll be watching from outside, but they won’t be looking for you or your crew, and once you’re inside it should be easy.”

I hesitated. Depending on how much Taso had shared about where Sedmamin was and who he was travelling with, there could well be someone on the lookout for us. But I still didn’t want to tell Sedmamin about that, or that I’d promised to turn him over to Taso. “All right, then,” I said finally. “Tell Rei where to go, and Baden and Hirin what to get. They’ll just have to try to be inconspicuous.”

Sedmamin got up and fastidiously disposed of his dishes and utensils. Then he took Pita from the table. “And I’ll start working with Pita to decode and collate the files,” he said. “Congratulations, Captain. Everything’s running smoothly so far.”

I thought of that moment of sheer disbelief when Sedmamin’s office door and opened and Taso appeared. “Let’s hope it continues that way,” was all I said.

 

MUCH AS I didn’t want to do it, I figured I had to tell Maja about Taso. Although he’d told me she hadn’t helped him or told him anything, I felt as if I had to hear it from her. And she deserved to know what had happened with her ex-husband at PrimeCorp.

I found her in Stores, running down a list of supplies and checking it against what was in a stack of storage crates. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was twisted up in a knot and secured with a silver clip Baden had given her. She turned when she heard me enter the cargo pod and smiled.

“Need a break from our favourite ex-Chairman?” she asked. Sedmamin had tricked her into almost betraying me once before, and she’d assiduously avoided him as much as possible since he’d been on board.

“I need a break from more than Sedmamin, but I’m not going to get it anytime soon,” I said. I took a seat on a low, sturdy-looking crate and sighed. “We need to talk about Taso.”

Maja frowned. “Taso? Why?”

“What did he really want from you, when he got in touch at FarView?” I asked her.

A pink flush rose slowly on her cheeks. “I told you, he wanted my help with something, but I told him no.”

“He was trying to find Alin Sedmamin.”

She looked startled. “That’s right. He had some scam he wanted to run on him, now that Sedmamin’s been discredited, and he thought I might have a way to get in touch with him still. Since that other time when I—” She broke off and pressed her lips tightly together. She sighed and sat on a crate near mine, balancing the datapad on her knees and looking down at it instead of at me.

I knew she didn’t like thinking about how our relationship had almost been irreparably damaged by her actions, and held up a hand. “It’s all right. We don’t have to talk about that. The thing is, Taso was lying to you.”

She shrugged. “Not that big a surprise, considering. What about?”

“He wanted to find Sedmamin, all right, but not to run a scam on him. Taso is working for PrimeCorp, looking for Sedmamin so he can turn him over to them. For a big payoff, apparently.”

“PrimeCorp?” she whispered, going pale. “He didn’t tell me that. But I didn’t tell him anything. Nothing about Sedmamin, or where he was, or what we were doing—”

I nodded. “That’s what Taso said. But why didn’t you come and tell me what he was after?”

The flush rose again. Maja picked up the datapad and hugged it to her chest. She looked at me, a little defiantly. “At first, I thought I would help him. Scam Sedmamin out of something, hurt him? When he’s done so much to hurt us? That sounded good to me. I thought maybe someday I’d tell you about it and we’d have a laugh.” She sighed. “I didn’t tell you because I guess I didn’t want to be reminded that I’d helped Sedmamin once. But if I did help hurt him, I could go to you and show you that we’d gotten a bit of revenge. Make up a bit for what I’d done.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know. But I wanted to do it, and to handle Taso, on my own. It didn’t seem like there was any danger in it.” Maja shook her head. “Then you came to us and said you’d agreed to actually help Sedmamin. For the good of Nearspace, I know, but there it was. So, I told Taso I wasn’t interested. I figured whatever he was planning would fall through now, anyway. If Sedmamin was going to disappear so that even PrimeCorp couldn’t find him, I didn’t think Taso would have any chance of tracking him down.”

“Well, Taso got along without your help, anyway.” I leaned back against the cool metal wall of the pod. “Somehow he tracked Sedmamin to us and then followed us to PrimeCorp Main. He confronted us in Sedmamin’s office and made me agree to turn Sedmamin over to him when we’re through with him. In exchange, he’d let us walk out of PrimeCorp Main.”

Maja’s eyes went wide. “You agreed to that? I thought you promised Sedmamin to deliver him to somewhere safe. I thought that was part of the deal.”

“It is. And I didn’t agree to do it.” I grinned. “Taso only thinks I did.”

She blew out a long breath. “Sounds like there’s more to this story.”

“I also left out the part where Jahelia threatened to kill him with a box of mints,” I said, getting up from the crate. “I’ll tell you all that later. For now, though, if Taso gets in touch again, tell me about it, okay? There’s too much happening for us to keep any secrets from each other.”

Maja got up and gave me a quick hug. “It’s a deal. I’m sorry. I just thought I could handle it on my own.”

“We’re family. You don’t have to keep secrets, okay? I don’t know where you get these ideas,” I teased her, thinking guiltily about my own decision to deal with Sedmamin without waiting to talk to Lanar.

“Right,” she said with a wry grin. “Must be from Dad.”

“I won’t tell him if you don’t,” I said, and went to see if Sedmamin had given Rei the directions to his apartment.

 

I WAS FINISHING up a round of tae-ga-chi when someone buzzed my door. Hirin had gone down to the galley in search of lunch and I’d planned to join him there in a few minutes. I felt a slight buzz of irritation as I called, “Come in!” I wiped my face with a towel as the door slid open, and Alin Sedmamin stood, hesitating, just outside.

“Captain,” he said, but didn’t make a move to come into the room. His normally pale, greyish skin was flushed and his eyes bright with nerves.

“Chairman,” I said, although he’d told me before not to call him that. It was an old habit, and a difficult one to break. “Come in, please,” I repeated. “What’s happened?”

He came in slowly and the door slid shut behind him. He held a datapad, and when it said, “Hello, Captain,” I realized it was Pita.

“Hi Pita,” I said. “Still working hard?”

“File decryption is just one of my many talents,” the AI drawled, sounding so much like Jahelia Sord that I almost smiled.

“That’s why I’m here,” Sedmamin said. “We’ve found something that I think you should know about.”

“Okay.” I sat at my desk and motioned him into the big armchair. “I’m listening.”

Sedmamin stared down at the datapad for a moment, apparently gathering his thoughts. “It’s worse than I thought,” he said finally. “PrimeCorp—what they’ve been doing, with the Chron. There’s a conspiracy here that’s so huge, and goes back so far, even I can’t believe it.”

I leaned forward in my chair. “Enough to bring them down?”

He barked a short, humourless laugh. “More than enough. Definite references to dealings with the Chron. They’re circumspect, but with these files, it becomes obvious. But that’s not actually why I’m here. There’s something else.”

“Coordinates,” Pita piped up. “Very interesting coordinates!”

“At this point, I’ll believe just about anything,” I said. “More wormholes we don’t know about?”

Sedmamin snorted. “Try coordinates pinpointing a location on an unnamed planet. Some kind of a base, we think. There’s something important there—a top secret research project. But I can’t identify the planet or the system, and neither can Pita.”

He turned the datapad so I could see it, but although I recognized them as latitude and longitude, the mere numbers meant nothing to me. The description of the system went on in some detail, but didn’t sound familiar. “Pita? Can you tell if this is somewhere in Nearspace?”

“If it was in Nearspace, I could tell you where,” the AI said with some asperity. “There’s a description of a binary star and identifying points about the system. The only binary in the Nearspace system is Keridre/Gerdrice, and this isn’t it. The planet is referred to as Orbis Latet, but that’s just Latin for hidden world, so no help there. Not a Nearspace name or nickname and I can’t match up the description to anything in Nearspace. But they went to some lengths to pinpoint a location on the planet. Defined a prime meridian using a geographical feature—the highest mountain peak in the northern hemisphere—and then used latitude and longitude to locate it.”

“But what’s there?”

Sedmamin shook his head. “Whatever it is, it’s big. Big and vital and secret.”

“But you can’t tell how to get there. Pita?”

The AI said, “Not enough data, Captain. I’m certain this is a planet outside what we define as Nearspace. If we were there, we could use the coordinates to find the base. But I don’t know how to get there.”

“Here’s the thing.” Sedmamin leaned toward me, eyes serious. “I did not know about this, and I am not taking the fall for it. You’ve got to protect me, Captain. I’m bringing this to you, and you can do whatever you think is best with it, but none of this is on me.”

I nodded. I’d never thought much of Sedmamin’s veracity, but I believed him this time. This went far beyond the treachery he’d been part of or even dreamed about.

“I want you to take me to Nellera now,” he said, his voice finally cracking a little. “I want out. I’ve gone through the files. They’re ready for your brother. I have nothing to add.” He ran a hand over his face. “I just want out.”

I could see Sedmamin’s point. If there was anything iron-clad by the Nearspace Authority it was the protocol for new system exploration and discovery, and this looked like at least twice PrimeCorp had broken it. But it put me in a bad spot. I’d thought I had a loophole in my promise to Taso through Lanar and Regina Holles—that they’d want a chance to question Sedmamin, find out more details than what might be in the files, and he’d pass from my hands to theirs and that would be the end of it. I’d tell Taso I would have turned Sedmamin over to him, but the Protectorate got in the way and I didn’t have a chance. Taso would be angry, but I could deal with that.

But if Sedmamin wanted to go to Nellera now, maybe I had to let him. He hadn’t steered us wrong on any of this, he’d delivered what he promised, and I had the files. I’d had no intention of doing what Taso thought I’d agreed to. This just meant I wouldn’t have an easy excuse.

“Okay,” I said. “But look, keep working on the files with Pita while we’re en route, in case there’s more about the location of this mysterious planet. I’ll start us toward Nellera. You still have your contact there?”

“I hope so.” The flush had left his cheeks and been replaced by the wan grey tone that was his usual colour of late. He looked more tired than I’d ever seen him. “I haven’t had a response to my last message, but I’m going to send another one.”

I nodded. “All right. I’ll tell Rei to forget FarView for now, and head for the wormhole into Keridre/Gerdrice.”

 

WHEN WE ENTERED the twin star Keridre/Gerdrice system, the wormhole deposited us nearest to the planet Stana. It was still distant, a softly glowing orb in the reflected light of the system’s double suns. Our destination, Nellera, was the system’s fifth planet, just barely squeaking into the habitable zone. Much more removed from the suns and it would have been too cold to offer colonists a hospitable welcome. However, Nellera’s equatorial island chains were warm and hospitable, making it a popular tourist escape for inhabitants of Stana and Tarcol and even planets from other systems. I never visited Nellera without feeling a bit of a pang, though. We’d lived here when my mother had gathered her things and quietly left one night, hoping to leave us to a better life without PrimeCorp constantly on our tail. Seventy years later, we’d finally been reunited. That was the important thing, but Nellera always left me disquieted and sad for what had ended here so long ago.

This visit was disquieting for another reason; as we transited the system, Sedmamin’s contact on Nellera still hadn’t answered his messages. The strain told on him—he became even more quiet and withdrawn, keeping to his quarters sometimes even at mealtimes. He hadn’t exactly become fast friends with the crew; there was too much history for that. But we’d managed to maintain a cordial co-existence within the confines of the ship.

I knocked on the door of his quarters when we were a day out from Nellera. He called for me to come in. When the door opened, he was at the small desk, his datapad and Pita on the surface while he hunched over them. He didn’t even look up.

“Chairman?”

“Come in, Captain. I suppose I’ll just stop asking you not to call me that.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Old habits. Still no word?”

He heaved a great sigh and turned to look at me. His face was gaunt, his eyes red-rimmed and sunken. He shook his head grimly. “Nothing.”

I let the door close and leaned against it, crossing my arms. “Is there any sense in going further?”

“If I don’t go to Nellera . . .” he paused and started again. “If I can’t go to Nellera, I don’t know where else to go.”

“Surely you have friends—”

He stopped me with a vehement shake of his head. “No. In my position, you don’t have friends, only allies. And when they stop being that, they’re enemies.”

I stayed silent for a moment. “When’s the last time you messaged?”

“This morning.”

“The Protectorate will probably offer you asylum,” I suggested. “Set you up somewhere—”

“Fek the Protectorate,” he snarled. “I don’t want their pity or their makeshift life. I wanted to deal with them—fair exchange—and then be left alone.”

I fetched a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Seems to me that life under protection is still life. If you’re worried about being assassinated by PrimeCorp, it’s a viable alternative.”

“Why do you care?” he asked me in an exhausted voice

I shrugged. “You haven’t exactly been a force for good in my life, Sedmamin. But, well, I can afford to be gracious. You’re helping us out. I’m trying to help you. Does there have to be more to it than that?”

He grunted and slumped further in his chair. “Maybe not. I’m not—”

He broke off as his datapad dinged with a DIP message.

I raised my eyebrows.

He didn’t ask me to leave, just pressed the screen to bring up the message. He read it and sighed. “She’s there. It’s all right.”

“She say why she hasn’t been responding?”

“She was off-planet. Didn’t expect me this soon,” he said.

“Well, all right then,” I said. “Tell her we’ll be in orbit by late afternoon tomorrow, and we’ll order up a shuttle to take you down.”

“Thank you, Captain.” He didn’t look up, already typing out his reply.

“Find anything else about that mysterious planet?” I asked. I assumed he’d continued to go through the files. He’d been closeted in here with the datapad and Pita, barely emerging for meals.

“No. Nothing more about where it is. But the files I haven’t gone through, I’ll just include in the package for your brother. I don’t care anymore what’s in them,” he said recklessly. “I’ll be beyond the reach of anyone who cares, anyway.”

“Okej. Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight, since it’ll be your last night aboard?”

He turned a half-hearted smile my way. “Don’t pretend you’re going to miss me, Captain. The one thing I’ve always admired about you is your honesty.”

I chuckled. “I didn’t say I was going to miss you,” I told him. “Just trying to be the perfect hostess. You know how much my reputation means to me.”

“I can’t say you’ve treated me any worse than I deserve,” Sedmamin said, suddenly serious. “And thanks. Maybe I will see you at dinner, Captain.”

 

SEDMAMIN DID JOIN us for dinner and the meal was actually rather pleasant. Maja had found a supply company that made stores-packaged food that reconstituted beautifully, and we enjoyed miraculously fresh teriyaki chicken and rice, washed down by jarlees wine. There was a celebratory feeling in the galley, perhaps because delivering Sedmamin safely to Nellera signalled a successful end to part of this undertaking. On the other hand, it might be more to do with getting rid of him, but everyone was civil.

By the time we were in orbit around Nellera the next day and Sedmamin joined us on the bridge, he looked much better than he had the afternoon before. He’d cleaned up, shaved, and changed his clothes for one of our inconspicuous shipsuits, which I’d told him he could keep. He’d returned Pita to Jahelia with grave thanks, and she’d accepted her datapad and AI graciously. Everything he owned fit into two bulging duffel bags that lay at his feet as we watched Nellera spin slowly below us, wreathed in clouds.

“Last chance to stay with us and go into protection,” I said lightly as we waited for the shuttle we’d ordered for Sedmamin. Nellera didn’t have planetside docking facilities for a ship as large as mine, and no orbiting station, either. So shuttlecraft were kept busy ferrying passengers to and from orbiting ships. There was talk of a space elevator sometime in the future, but that time hadn’t come yet.

“I hope you’re joking,” Alin Sedmamin said. “The likelihood of my wanting to spend any amount of time in the company of the Protectorate is about as remote as . . .” He trailed off, apparently unable to think of anything that unlikely.

“As remote as the chance you’d ask me for help?” I suggested.

“Or that you’d acquiesce,” he returned, and half-smiled.

I can’t say I liked Alin Sedmamin, but I didn’t loathe him quite as much as I had before. That had to count for something in my stock of private karma, didn’t it?

Hirin had not come to the bridge to see Sedmamin off, but Rei was at the pilot’s board and Baden on the comm. Jahelia was, I assumed, down in Engineering, taking her job as Viss’s fill-in quite seriously. I wondered if she’d have trouble turning it over to him when we finally got Viss and Yuskeya back. I had no doubt that my crotchety engineer would roust her out of his chair quickly enough and spend at least a couple of weeks complaining about all the things she’d managed to mess up.

I’d struggled with the question of whether I should tell Sedmamin about Taso. As things stood now, he’d probably never have to worry about running into my ex-son-in-law. Taso was not a particularly skilled operative; that wasn’t why PrimeCorp had picked him. It had been his connection to my family, and probably his willingness to do their dirty work in return for a quick payment. If Sedmamin’s connections were as good as he thought, no other PrimeCorp operative was likely to find him, either. Still, it went against the grain with me not to let Sedmamin know he’d been right to watch his back.

“Look, Chairman,” I said, swiveling my skimchair to face him. “There’s something I should tell you.”

“Should I sit down?” He looked vaguely amused.

“I don’t think it’s that serious. But you were right about PrimeCorp sending someone after you.”

All traces of amusement, and most of the colour, left his face. “What?”

I sighed. “I don’t think you actually have to worry about this, but I don’t feel right not warning you. I left out a little detail about the day Jahelia Sord and I went into PrimeCorp.”

There was no sign of Sedmamin’s shuttle yet, and he pulled one of the vacant skimchairs over from a console to sit near me. “Tell me.”

So, I told him how Taso had followed us into the building and into his office. His expression didn’t change much as I related the conversation, but by the time I’d finished, the rest of the colour had drained away.

“But I had no intention of turning you over to him,” I reiterated. “I intimated that I would, so we could get out of there with the files, but I didn’t have much choice. If he chose to interpret what I said as a promise, that’s not my fault.”

“How did he know?” Sedmamin asked in a low voice. “How did he know where to find you, and when?”

I shrugged. “He just said he’d followed us. I thought he might have put a tracker on Maja when they’d met, but she was sure he hadn’t touched her or any of her things. I got Baden to sweep the ship just in case, but he didn’t find anything.”

“You don’t think you would have noticed someone following your ship?”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“And you didn’t file a cargo manifest for Earth?”

“No. We had you on board by then, and I wasn’t broadcasting where we were headed. I didn’t even tell Lanar in the message I left for him.”

Sedmamin got up from the chair then, and stood, spinning it idly under his hand. “And your son-in-law—”

“Former son-in-law.”

“Conceded. Former son-in-law is not a trained operative.”

I shook my head. “Not as far as I know. Just an opportunistic guy who couldn’t turn down the deal PrimeCorp offered him. He came to FarView to find Maja, thinking she might help him find you, and got lucky because you were actually there.”

“I suppose it could be coincidence . . .”

“What are you thinking?”

Sedmamin turned and stared out the viewscreen at the slowly spinning planet beneath us. A small craft, probably his shuttle, had just come into view, heading our way. “My contact on Nellera,” he said slowly, “is the sister of the person who left my office open for you at PrimeCorp and got the decryption chip. But if she—my helper at PrimeCorp—found out what Taso wanted and let him know when you’d be there . . .”

“Why would she double-cross you? I thought she was a friend.”

“Money’s a better friend. She could do what I asked and take what I paid her, then tell Taso how to find me and also presumably share in whatever PrimeCorp’s paying him.”

“So, in that case, your friend on Nellera—”

“Could very well not be my friend at all,” he finished, his voice bleak.

“Because if you turn up here, it means that Taso didn’t manage to get you his way, and they can let PrimeCorp know where you are themselves.”

“Collecting the full reward and leaving Taso out in the cold.” He heaved a deep sigh and put his hands on his hips. “I can’t go down there.”

I shook my head. “Not with those kinds of doubts. I’ll get Baden to put in a call and cancel the shuttle.”

Sedmamin didn’t answer. Well, he was watching his carefully constructed plan for the rest of his life crumble. That had to be rough.

“Captain?” Sedmamin said suddenly. “Did you tell Mr. Methyr to cancel the shuttle yet?”

“No. You’d have heard me.”

“Then why is it turning around and heading back to the planet—fast?”

He was right. The shuttle I’d pegged as his had turned tail away from us.

“Captain, priority message coming in from Orbital Admin,” Baden said.

“On screen.”

“—ships in orbit around Nellera. Be advised of possible hostile craft approaching the planet. Protectorate craft are scrambling to meet any threat but you must remain on alert. All ships in orbit around Nellera. Be advised—”

I motioned to Baden to cut the repeating feed. “Rei, anything on the scan?”

“I’ve got a handful of blips on the short-range, moving fast,” Rei said.

“PrimeCorp?” Sedmamin wondered, unease evident in his voice. “Maybe they followed us here—”

“They’re not PrimeCorp ships,” Rei said. “I wish Yuskeya were here, she’s better at this drive signature stuff than I am.” She keyed commands into the screen.

“Chatter on the public Protectorate channel says they think it’s Chron,” Baden said.

“Drive sigs?” I asked.

“That, and general configuration,” Baden answered. “And apparently there’s nothing else like this scheduled to come in today.”

“Let’s get moving, folks,” I said. “Sedmamin, take a seat.” I touched my own screen. “Jahelia, we’re moving out of here, and fast. Any reason not to?”

Her voice came after a pause. “Everything in order down here, Captain. What’s happening?”

“Unwanted visitors to Nellera,” I said. “Give Rei whatever she asks for.”

“Got it.”

From the surface of the planet a scattershot of ships surged up and away, heading to intercept the interlopers. One passed across the big viewscreen in close enough magnification for me to see the Protectorate emblem on its side. It was too fast for me to read the words, but I knew what they said:  In Astra Pax. Peace Among the Stars. It had been mostly true for a long time, but those days were quickly coming to an end.

“I’m a little surprised you don’t want to stay and help out, Captain,” Sedmamin said with the hint of a sardonic smile. “You have a reputation for altruism.”

“Not today, Chairman. Top priority is getting those files to Fleet Commander Holles.”

As Rei turned us in the direction of the wormhole to Delta Pavonis, the rear viewscreen showed a bright flash of shields as the Protectorate ships and Chron engaged.

 

 


Chapter 17 – Lanar 
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I COULDN’T SAY we limped back to FarView Station, because there was nothing much wrong with the Cheswick except for one hastily-patched hole in the aft hull and a disabled skip drive. But it felt like limping. A subdued air permeated the entire ship, and even Viss and Yuskeya were quiet. I’d messaged Regina immediately to tell her about the Chron ships coming through the Split, and what Mauronet had done, but I didn’t mention the PrimeCorp ship. That would wait until we were face-to-face. We had the wormhole data we’d gone to collect, and no Chron ships had made it past us into Nearspace, but it still felt like a failure. We had no idea where Mauronet and the Dorland might be, we’d lost the PrimeCorp ship and our chance to interrogate its crew, and had suffered damage. 

Regina summoned me to her office as soon as we’d docked. I was only slightly surprised that she’d managed to get herself off the med level so quickly—I’m sure they were only too happy to let her get back to her desk. Viss, Yuskeya, and I left the Cheswick together. Viss had requested permission to use the Protectorate data station to start analyzing what we’d collected at the Split, and Yuskeya had the necessary permissions to get him in there. I’d found out what he’d been doing at that empty station on the Cheswick’s bridge during the Chron incursion.

“Started the data collection module up again once the wormhole opened and the first Chron came through,” he’d told me laconically after Mauronet had chased the Chron ship through the Split. “I thought we might get something different when it was active. Couldn’t pass up a chance like that. There’ll be a lot of interference from all those weapons, but I might be able to clean some of it up.”

Now we’d find out if his hunch had paid off. We rode down in the elevator from the docking level to the Administrative level on 3 in relative silence. In some areas, through the glass panes of the elevator, we glimpsed repairs still being effected. I wondered dully if it would do any good, if the Split was going to spit out more Chron fighters every time we turned around.

Viss and Yuskeya turned off in one corridor, and I continued along to Regina’s office. When I knocked, she called, “Come in!” and I pushed the door open.

The auburn-haired woman who turned from Regina’s guest chair to smile at me was a surprise, and I almost blurted “Luta!” before I realized that it wasn’t her—it was Mother. Even more shocking.

She stood and came to give me a hug while Regina smiled benevolently at us. “I’m so glad you’re back! Fleet Commander Holles tells me you encountered Chron ships?”

Regina still didn’t know about the PrimeCorp ship, so I merely nodded. “Two of them. One was destroyed, but the other one went back through the Split.”

“Along with Admiral Mauronet,” Regina said, her smile slipping as a frown took its place. “I can’t say I’m terribly surprised, although I’m mad as hell at him for taking that risk.”

Mother let me go and returned to her chair, and I sat in the other one next to her. “Now that it’s just us, I’ll add that there was a third ship that came through after the Chron—a PrimeCorp ship,” I said.

“After the Chron? You mean in pursuit of them?” Mother asked.

I shook my head. “No, following them through. It actually joined in the attack on the Cheswick and the Dorland. They were the ones who took out my skip drive.”

Regina sat back in her chair. “That was bold. They’re not concerned with hiding their involvement with the Chron anymore, then.”

“They probably didn’t expect anyone to be sitting right outside the Split,” I said, “and once through, they could break off from the others. We were just in the right place at the right time to see it. And then they had to try and take us out.”

Mother sighed. “I still don’t know what PrimeCorp is playing at.”

“Did you think of anyone with ties to PrimeCorp who might be able to help us figure it out? Is that why you’re here?”

Mother pursed her lips. “I have some information I thought the Protectorate should have.”

“We’re just waiting for Harle,” Regina said. “He’s on his way over.”

“There’s something else, too,” Mother said. “We’ve had Chron incursions in Mu Cassiopeia. Gusain’s been able to handle it with the Duntmindi forces stationed on Kiando and Cengare, but if the assaults get much heavier, they won’t be a match. They’ve got some corporate corvettes and runners they use to patrol for pirates and smugglers, but they’re not warships.”

Regina’s frown deepened. “This is my fear. If we have to dispatch Protectorate ships to defend every planet in Nearspace—”

“Maybe it won’t come to that,” I said. “Maybe Admiral Mauronet will take out every Chron in Otherspace before he comes back. He was quite enthusiastic.”

“Very funny,” Regina said, but she didn’t smile.

A knock at the door signaled the arrival of Harle Southwind, and he came into Regina’s office with his slightly bouncing Lobor gait. As soon as he saw me he said, “Heard you had a little dustup out there. Chron coming through the Split? That’s new.”

“I have a couple of people working on readings we took before the wormhole opened up, and then again after it did,” I said. “Not sure what it might tell us, but if Mu Cassiopeia’s being targeted too, that might tell us something. It’s only one skip from Delta Pav, and this is where we’ve witnessed them coming through.”

“The Split is an essentially useless wormhole for Nearspace navigation anyway,” Regina said. She limped over to a cabinet and pulled it open, offering hot drinks to all of us. I knew better than to offer to help her. “Maybe we should consider blowing the damn thing up.”

“Luta’s information from the Corvids suggests that might not be a long-term solution,” I said. “But we could ask her about it again.”

Regina introduced Mother to Harle and he shook Mother’s hand gravely. “I hear you might be able to help us,” he said.

“I don’t know if you’d call it help, exactly,” Mother said. “But I do have information I think you need to have.”

Mother glanced at Harle. The Lobor smiled a bit uncertainly, but Regina seemed to understand Mother’s hesitation. “Harle can be trusted, Emmage. You can speak freely.”

But Mother ignored her and turned her attention to me. “It involves the . . . family secret,” she said after a moment.

The nanobioscavengers.

 

 WELL, AS FAR as I knew, Harle didn’t know about Mother’s research and our longevity, although Regina did. Mother and I held a silent conversation for a couple of heartbeats and I knew what she was asking. Can I talk about this in front of him?

I thought about all the people who now knew about our functional immortality—Luta’s crew, Regina, a few others in the Protectorate, Gusain Buig, an indeterminate number of people at PrimeCorp—and shrugged. “I trust Harle,” I said. “Go ahead.”

The Lobor laid a hand on my shoulder. The fervid heat of his normal body temperature reached through my uniform coat and warmed my skin. “Thank you, Lanar.”

I reached up and patted the back of his hand with its covering of soft fur. “Brothers in arms,” I said with a grin.

The drinks were forgotten as we waited for Mother’s revelation. She bent to the large carryall at her feet and pulled out a datapad. “I think I know what PrimeCorp is up to. The whole thing,” she said. “And it’s even worse than we thought.

“I took the list of executives Lanar gave me and went over it, thinking at first that I’d look for connections that might link me to some of them,” she began. “That went nowhere, so I went through it again, paying more attention to the corporations they’d moved to.” She called something up on her datapad and turned it so we could all see. Regina, Harle, and I all leaned in, studying the screen. It showed three columns. In the first were names, presumably the executives who’d left PrimeCorp and moved to other jobs. In the second were corporations and divisions. In the third were words I didn’t recognize—some looked medical, some technical.

“What is it?” I peered at her notes, but they were gibberish to me.

She tapped the datapad. “All these corporations? They have one thing in common.”

“What’s that?” Regina asked, peering at the lists.

“They’re all manufacturers of, or control resources used in the manufacture of, nanobioscavengers. Not just the everyday ones. All of them,” she said pointedly.

“So PrimeCorp wants to control the medical market?” Harle twitched an ear. “That’s not so surprising, is it? Pretty lucrative business.”

“The nanobioscavenger market includes some applications that haven’t been widely known or utilized before this,” Mother said. “There’s new research that’s going to turn much of what we know on its head, and PrimeCorp is positioning itself to be able to take advantage of—actually, control is a better word—those applications.”

“Okay,” Harle said slowly. “I agree that we don’t want PrimeCorp controlling important medical resources. And these are important applications?”

“Harle,” Regina said, taking a deep breath. “What if I told you there was a type of bioscav that would make you, for all intents and purposes . . . immortal?”

The Lobor Admiral’s ear twitched reflexively a few times. “Immortal? You’re saying this technology is imminent?”

“More than imminent,” I said. I stuck out a hand for Harle to shake, and he took it automatically. “Nice to meet you. My name is Lanar Mahane, and I was born in 2204.”

Harle stopped shaking my hand, although he continued to hold it. “2204?” His voice was incredulous. “Lanar, you’re eighty years old?”

I nodded to Mother. “And my mother is a hundred and twenty-eight.”

He took Mother in with wide eyes. “Luta?” he asked in a slightly dazed voice.

“Eighty-four.”

Harle swallowed a couple of times and looked over at Regina. She smiled and touched a hand to her shock of white hair. “Not me. Lanar’s family is it. I have exactly the number of years you think I have, not that you need to actually name that number,” she said. “Emmage was the researcher who developed the technology, and spent decades trying to keep it out of PrimeCorp’s greasy fingers. Now her research is freely available, so PrimeCorp can’t put a lock on it. But I guess they figure they can do the next best thing—control the resources.”

I frowned. “But PrimeCorp started moving people years ago, according to Harle. They couldn’t have known that Mother’s research would become available.”

Mother tapped the edge of her datapad. “No, but remember, they did have the research data up to a point. And they knew Schulyer Group was working on something similar—there was industrial espionage going both ways with PrimeCorp. Many of the components are the same for all nanobioscavengers anyway, and they’ve definitely been moving to put a lock on those. I can tell from some of the other corporations they’ve targeted that they were making certain assumptions. Reasonable ones. So now they’re well-placed to control the market, if they control the corporations.”

Regina steepled her fingers and tapped them together. “Here’s a question. Would your super bioscavs work for different races?”

Mother nodded. “They function at the cellular level. We may have different genomes from other races, but the bioscav programming can be changed to accommodate differences. When it comes down to it, they’re just tiny machines, after all. We were working on a Vilisian line when the breakdown in the project happened.”

“So they’d work for Chron.”

Mother looked startled, then nodded. “With the necessary alterations in programming, I can’t see any reason why not.”

Regina slumped in her chair, looking every minute of those years she’d just joked about. “Can you imagine,” she said, “what a self-healing, non-aging Chron army would look like? If PrimeCorp has allied with them, there’d be no stopping it.”

I stood up then; I felt an absolute need to be on the move. Regina’s office wasn’t large enough for truly satisfactory pacing, but I could stride back and forth in front of the desk.

“All right, we need to regroup,” I said. “The Chron incursions are getting worse, and PrimeCorp is obviously allied with them; after what Mauronet and I encountered, I’d say there’s no longer any doubt. PrimeCorp is positioned to take over both the Nearspace Authority and the manufacturing of the nanobioscavengers. Mother,” I turned to her. “When you talked to Schulyer group about their anti-aging tech—will it be a viable competitor for PrimeCorp?”

She nodded. “It definitely has the potential, but they’ll rely on the same resources that PrimeCorp is locking up. That’ll kill any competition before it even gets started.”

“All right. So, we’re looking at complete domination of Nearspace by PrimeCorp within a few years, if we don’t stop it now. And the Protectorate doesn’t have the manpower or the ships to mount an adequate defence.”

“Thanks for making us all feel better, Admiral,” Regina said bleakly.

Harle put two furred fists on the table. His ears angled back in a way that I knew meant he was angry. “Well, what next? I’m not about to sit back and let PrimeCorp walk all over us on the way to the Nearspace Council.”

I paced again. “This is what Commander Blue and Viss Feron and I talked about. We know the Split is key. The Chron are coming into Nearspace through it somehow. But not from the GI182 end. So that leaves the damaged side or a ghosted wormhole.”

“They’re not coming through the wormhole in Tau Ceti,” Harle agreed. “We have that one shut down tight.”

“Maybe Viss’s readings of the Split while it was closed and after the Chron ships began coming through will tell us something. He says he also has data on the Tane Ikai from when they traversed it. There must be something there.”

“You’re sure we can’t just blow it up?” Regina asked. “I know they have an access route through the Corvid system and Woodroct’s Star, but if we work with the Corvids we can probably shut that one down again. And whatever other ones the Corvids can tell us about.”

I shook my head. “According to the Corvids, if we disable the Split, another replacement wormhole will appear. We saw that with the one leading to Woodroct’s Star.”

Regina ran a hand over her hair, dislodging some strands. They fell around her face, making her look vulnerable. “What about the ghosting? Anything there we can use?”

“I don’t know if there’s any way to block one. We’d have to ask the Corvids.”

“Okay, so we bring the Corvids fully into this,” Harle said. “See if one or more of them will come here, examine the Split, see if they can give us any advice. They seem to be the experts.”

“Already in the works,” Regina said.

I stopped walking. “What about the Relidae, too? They might be able to help. They know the Chron better than anyone else.” I looked around the room. “Get everyone together, pool our resources and knowledge.”

“I had a message from Luta this morning,” Regina said. “She’s en route from Nellera and should be here by tomorrow. Said she’s bringing some very interesting information. Maybe it will be something we can use.”

She straightened in her chair and I could see the fire come back into her eyes. “All right. We have the start of a plan. We also need to know what happened to Mauronet, but that ties in to what we find out about the Split, and I’m not sending anyone else through it until we know more.” She turned to Mother. “There are a few other people in the Protectorate who know about Lanar’s—uniqueness. I may need to tell others about the nanobioscavengers. I have to make the full scope of the possible threat clear.”

Mother took a deep breath. “It’s all right,” she said, glancing at me. I nodded. “I think it’s time we came out of the shadows anyway. I still won’t broadcast it—and we’ll have to see how Luta feels about it—but if it has to come out in order to save Nearspace, then there’s no question. Talk to whomever you need to about it, Regina.”

 

MOTHER AND I had dinner at the Blackstar restaurant, on the fifth level of FarView. They had sustained only minor damage in the Chron attack, being on the opposite side of the hub, and normal operations had resumed. Everything on the surface, at least; it was harder to repair the fear that had gripped everyone on the station. An undercurrent of unease ran through every level now, and it couldn’t be dispersed even by the finest jarlees wine and pasta primavera.

We tried to talk mainly of trivialities, but weightier issues continually intruded; I asked about Gusain and Mother said he’d stayed on Kiando—mainly because he wanted to oversee the defence of the system if the Chron threatened again. Mother asked about Luta and I gave in and told her about what had happened on the Corvid station, because she was bound to hear it eventually now and I preferred she hear it from me. Whatever new course we attempted to set for the conversation, it inevitably wound back to the threat we were all facing.

We’d finished our wine when my ID implant buzzed. I took the call on my datapad, but it was text-only, from Regina. Please come to my quarters if you’re free after dinner. That was it, no intimation of why. It wasn’t an official order, but neither did it have the feeling of an invitation to another dalliance.

“I’m going to my quarters now, anyway,” Mother said. “I’ve only just realized how tired I am.” The tiny lines around her eyes, usually so faint, seemed deeper and more firmly drawn tonight. She was tired. No wonder. The technology that she’d so eagerly developed to help all of Nearspace, then sacrificed so much to keep hidden away for years to prevent its exploitation, had now taken on the potential to be an active threat. I wondered if she’d be able to sleep at all.

We rode up the elevator together in silence, and she got off at level three, the main habitat level. I continued up to the top level, above the docking ring, where Regina had her suite, and knocked at the door.

She had changed out of her uniform from earlier, into black tights and a long, pale green sweater. One leg of the tights was rolled up above the level of her walking brace. Her hair was still up in its no-nonsense pins, although a few more strands had come free and now curled around her face. She stood at the view-wall, a glass of wine in one hand. Beyond the glass, a few ships came and went from the docking rings, but most lay quiet, settled for the artificially-induced night of the station.

“I want to know what you really think of our plan,” she said, motioning me to sit on the sofa. She sat across from me, not beside me, and raised her glass in a mute question, but I shook my head. The wine I’d had with dinner was enough for the evening.

“I think it’s as good as we can do,” I said. “There’s too much we still don’t know. We need the input from the Corvids. And the Relidae. We need whatever Luta’s bringing. Where was she, anyway?”

Regina shook her head. “I don’t know—nowhere I sent her.”

“I think we’ll have to send someone through the Split,” I said. “Off the side. You can’t put it off forever.”

She nodded wearily. “I know. But I need more before I can do that. I’m not sending anyone to their possible deaths on a guess.”

“You might not have that luxury.”

“Oh, Lanar.” She smiled at me. “Always ready to make me face the hard truths I’m trying desperately to avoid.”

“That wasn’t my intention,” I said, but she put a hand up to stop me.

“I know, and I needed to hear it. But I’m also facing up to another hard truth, too, which is why I asked you to come over.”

I felt a pang of fear. Was she sick? Something beyond her injuries from the Chron attack? I’d never seriously contemplated something happening to Regina until the station had been targeted, and now the spectre of it loomed everywhere I looked.

“Don’t look so stricken,” she said with a smile. “I’m not dying or anything.”

“Well, that’s good to know. Not that I was worried,” I said lightly. “You’re too stubborn to do that anyway.”

“Charmer.”

“I try.”

Regina sighed. “That’s the problem. You are charming. And the other night was . . . lovely.” She swirled the wine in her glass and took a sip.

“It was.”

She stood and moved toward me, bending to put a hand on my cheek. “Yes. And I may have read more into it than you meant, but I have to say this anyway. It’s not going to happen again.”

I said nothing. She turned away and walked to the window again, setting her glass down on the counter as she passed and crossing her arms, hugging herself.

“We tried this before, Lanar, and we both know there’s no future in it. And, neither of us can afford to be distracted.”

I joined her at the window, standing close but not touching her. “You were never just a distraction. But it does seem like bad timing again,” I said. “We never seem to get it right.”

She rested her head lightly on my shoulder. “I don’t think we ever really had a chance at that, Lanar. Time—and timing—were against us from the beginning.”

Beyond the glass wall, ships glided against the dark velvet background pricked by beckoning stars. Looking across it, it was almost possible to believe that time could stretch forever, that you could set sail across its ocean and never reach the end. But we both knew that ocean was finite, and that its shorelines differed for everyone.

“Time doesn’t care one way or the other,” I told her. “We made our choices.”

“We made some. Others were out of our hands,” she said.

It was true. I’d had no say about my nanobioscavengers, and there were times I’d wished Mother had left well enough alone.

 

 


Chapter 18 – Luta 
Enemies and Alliances

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“WE JUST DON’T have the luxury of waiting around on this,” Lanar said. I rubbed a hand over my eyes. I think it was the third time I’d heard my brother say the same thing, and every time the discussion just went around and around and didn’t end up at any clear plan of action.

We were closeted in a boardroom in the Protectorate’s administrative space on FarView Station. The Protectorate contingent consisted of Fleet Commander Regina Holles, Lanar, his friend Harle Southwind, a Vilisian Vice-Admiral I’d never met before named Mare Ker, and Yuskeya’s friend Jolah Didkovsky. He looked none the worse for his encounter with the Chron—they’d been the peaceful ones everyone now called Relidae. Hirin and I and Viss and Yuskeya were there from my ship, and I’d been happily surprised to find Mother waiting on FarView, too. Alin Sedmamin was in attendance to explain the files we had obtained from PrimeCorp Main. Jahelia was there with Pita, to explain the information she’d decrypted in those files that pertained to the Split.

It had been a long day of explaining.

There’d been a couple of bright spots—seeing Mother was one, and she hugged me tightly for a long moment. The other, strangely, had been introducing Lanar and Jahelia Sord.

She’d looked him over from head to toe, and I’d been surprised to see my brother discomfited by the inspection. “Even without the uniform, I’d have guessed Protectorate,” she said. “Must be the famous brother, even though I don’t see the family resemblance too strongly.” She looked at each of us in turn with a calculated impertinence.

“Admiral Lanar Mahane, meet Jahelia Sord.”

Lanar recovered his composure; he grinned and stuck out a hand. “The equally famous rogue element,” he said, and left his hand there long enough that she eventually reached out and shook it.

In a more serious tone, he added, “I’m honestly glad to meet you. I understand you were instrumental in saving my sister’s life a few weeks ago.”

Jahelia looked taken aback. “If she made it back, I made it back,” she said diffidently, dropping his hand and folding her arms again. “But you’re welcome. Your sister is all right.”

Lanar slid his arm around my shoulders in a half-hug. “I like her,” he said. “She puts up with me and hardly ever complains.”

“Not to your face,” I said dryly. “Okej, okej. You two have met, and we’ve all formed a mutual appreciation society. Maybe we could just send the two of you off to make friends with the Chron.”

It was a weak joke, and not very funny, but I felt a bit flustered. Something strange hung in the air between Lanar and Jahelia, and I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

But I soon forgot about it as the council of war started. And went on for a long time.

It wasn’t that we’d made no progress; we’d pooled our knowledge about the Split, the Chron, Sedmamin’s files, and PrimeCorp. Alin Sedmamin had been closely questioned by Fleet Commander Holles and Admiral Southwind. Holles hadn’t spared him anything. She might be grateful that he’d turned over important information, but she couldn’t forget that he and PrimeCorp had been a thorn in her side for a long time. Although he’d made a couple of blustery attempts to characterize this questioning as illegal, Holles had shut him down pretty quickly. In times of potential war, protocol goes out the airlock. And I think Sedmamin himself knew that whatever his treatment at the hands of the Protectorate, he could expect worse from PrimeCorp.

It was my first time learning about PrimeCorp’s plans to clandestinely move executives into other corporations, with a view to controlling both the Nearspace Worlds Council and the resources needed to manufacture and control the nanobioscavengers. I sat somewhat stunned, trying to get my head around all the ramifications, while Holles and Southwind put their suspicions to Sedmamin. He initially hedged, and then confirmed that it was all true. Not an idea that had originated with him, he hastened to assure us, but one that he had known about and yes, tacitly approved. I didn’t think anyone believed his protestations, but there was little point in arguing about that now. The pressing concern was what to do next.

Fleet Commander Holles advised that she had already sent a message to the Corvid system, with an urgent request for someone with wormhole expertise to examine the Split and advise how we might stop the Chron using it as a conduit into Nearspace. We knew destroying it was useless, but maybe there would be another way. She’d also set up a cordon around both terminal points of the Split, both here in Delta Pavonis and in GI182. “It might force them to come through in Tau Ceti,” she said, “but we’re waiting for them there, too. We’ll wait and see what happens.”

Lanar had said, “If we look at what happened to Mauronet’s ship—it didn’t come out the other end of the Split, so it went somewhere else—and the information in the PrimeCorp files about a base outside Nearspace, I think it’s clear we need to consider sending someone through the Split to investigate further. We don’t have the luxury of time on this.”

That was the first time he’d said it. Now he’d repeated it for the third time and I was about to stand up and volunteer to take the Tane Ikai through.

It wasn’t as crazy as it sounds. It was logical to assume that Lanar was right, and the Dorland had followed the Chron ship back to wherever it had come from. How they’d done it remained to be discovered, but we weren’t going to figure that out sitting here. Holles also made it clear that the Protectorate was stretched to the limits of its capability with two new cordons and increased demands for protection from many planets in Nearspace. And we’d run the Split not long ago. We weren’t going to be freaked out by its inherent weirdness and make a mistake.

But before I could do that, Regina Holles fixed Sedmamin with an icy glare. He’d been sitting quietly since his initial questioning, staying out of the ongoing conversation unless asked a direct question.

“And what has PrimeCorp been doing in this mysterious system?” she asked him. “From what Admiral Mahane and his sister have observed independently, it seems you’ve developed quite a cozy relationship with the Chron.”

Sedmamin paled but shook his head. “As I’ve already stated,” he said in an aggrieved voice, “I knew nothing about that side of operations. I’ve never had direct contact with any Chron myself, nor ordered any.”

That was his story and he appeared to be sticking to it, but Holles didn’t ease off. “Please, Mr. Sedmamin, I’m not a fool. You may not have been directly involved, but you must have some educated guesses, now that you do know.”

Sedmamin licked his lips. A muscle twitched erratically on his jawline. He did know something, I thought. And he was weighing whether or not he should mention it.

“Spill it, Chairman,” I advised. “I could always call Taso.”

He shot me an evil glare. “I’m really not sure. I’m guessing.”

“Guess away,” invited Regina Holles. “I won’t hold it against you if you turn out to be wrong.”

He swallowed, still trying to decide. Finally, he said, “I did always wonder where some of the breakthrough technologies came from.” He picked up a mug of caff that must have gone cold long ago and sipped from it. “There were times—I wouldn’t be aware that we were even working on something, and then there’d be a major development. Over time I realized that these developments always came from a particular department. They were supposedly just a think-tank—Innovation and Advancement. You have to understand that I was much more occupied with overall strategy for the corporation, not individual departments or projects.”

Lanar nodded. “But now you think these might have had something to do with the Chron connection?”

Sedmamin shrugged. “Perhaps. It was only six, seven times in all my years at PrimeCorp. But the department predated my tenure. Now, yes, I wonder.”

“So, this Innovation and Advancement group might have been responsible for trade with the Chron,” Harle Southwind mused. “Whenever the corporation needed a boost, they’d get something from the Chron that they could pass off as PrimeCorp’s own work or invention.”

“And in return, the Chron would get what?” Regina Holles asked. “Historically, they haven’t been notable for being easy to get along with.”

“I can’t guess,” Sedmamin reiterated. “I don’t even know what they’d want. You have to understand, PrimeCorp is huge. There are hundreds—literally hundreds of ways that money, goods, information could have been funneled to the Chron.”

“The Corvids said they stopped the Chron attacks during the war,” Hirin said. He tapped his fingers slowly on the table, thinking. “Sometime after that, PrimeCorp made contact with them again, and this time on a friendlier footing. They must have had something that the Chron wanted badly. Something they’d be willing to trade for.”

I looked at him. “You don’t think—even then?”

He shrugged and turned to Mother. “When you left the nanobioscavenger project at PrimeCorp—when you essentially shut it down—were you at a point where the technology could be adapted for other races?”

Mother nodded. “I just said that yesterday. We were looking at Vilisians first, but Lobors would have been next. From there it could have probably been adapted for anyone.”

Hirin spread his hands. “So that could have been it. The promise of immortality. And all the Chron had to do was keep providing PrimeCorp with the means to stay at the top of their game until they tracked you down or got what they wanted from Luta.”

“Which is why PrimeCorp could never give up trying to regain the data, either,” Lanar said. “The promise of it could hold the Chron at bay—but only if they were seen to be actively working at it.”

Jahelia had been mostly quiet since she’d explained Pita’s part in obtaining the PrimeCorp files. She sat at the far end of the table, and had leaned her chair back far enough to put her feet up. Surprisingly, Regina Holles had merely looked at her for a long moment, then ignored it. Now Jahelia spoke. “So once the Chron have enough information to make their own nanobioscavengers,” she said, “what’s to stop them from picking up where they left off a century ago?”

All eyes turned to her. “You think they’d still want to destroy Nearspace?” Holles asked.

Jahelia shrugged. “Why not? I’m sure they don’t like us any better now than they did then. They’ve also decided to hate half their own people. They’ve figured out—maybe with PrimeCorp’s help and certainly with their blessing—how to infiltrate Nearspace. They seem to have lots of information about inhabited planets and stations, and they’re currently testing our defensive capabilities. Why wouldn’t they launch a full-scale invasion as soon as they have what they want? Or simply to get it?”

“But doesn’t Admiral Southwind think the attacks are just a distraction—to keep people from noticing PrimeCorp’s real endgame? Why would PrimeCorp get in bed with the Chron if the Chron were just going to turn around and attack us?” I was afraid I knew the answer, but I wanted Jahelia to keep going.

“PrimeCorp doesn’t know they’re about to be double-crossed.” It was Lanar, not Jahelia, who spoke. “Den-Aldar warned me that the Chron wouldn’t hesitate to break their deal with PrimeCorp if they had reason. And there’s one thing about getting to be as big as PrimeCorp has. You think you’re too big to fail. You don’t expect to fail. Eventually, you don’t even think you can. And you think you’re always the one in control.”

“So you open up the doors and let the tiger into your living room, thinking it’ll be fine, because you have it on a leash,” Mother said.

Jahelia nodded. “But you forget that the tiger doesn’t give a damn about a leash.” She lifted her boots from the table and let them drop to the floor, leaning forward to put her palms on the table. “Because it’s about to bite your hand off anyway.”

 

NO-ONE SAID anything for a long moment. I think we were all a little bit in shock at how vulnerable Nearspace had become—through complacency and the machinations of a corporation so proud, and so greedy, that they’d put all of the intelligent species of Nearspace at risk.

I glanced at Hirin before I stood up. He met my eye but I couldn’t communicate simply with a look, what I was about to propose. I just had to trust that he’d go along with me.

“I volunteer to take the Tane Ikai to investigate the Split,” I said. “It’s obvious we need to get inside it.”

Mother stood up, too. “Luta, no. You can’t. There’s not enough—”

I held up a hand. “I’m not going to leap off the unknown side—I’m not crazy. I’m saying we just take the ship through, take readings, see if we can figure anything out. Maybe there are clues to what happened with Mauronet and the Dorland, or how the Chron are getting in. Maybe something has changed inside the wormhole since anyone else from Nearspace went through it. But we can’t find out enough from the outside.”

Then everyone on the Protectorate side was speaking at once. Lanar shook his head. Viss and Yuskeya shared a glance but said nothing. Jahelia Sord was grinning at me. She looked downright approving, and that was the only thing that made me think I was making a big mistake.

Lanar said, “Luta, much as you’re an asset to the Protectorate, you’re still a civilian. If anyone goes in there, it should be a Protectorate ship.”

“How many Protectorate ships have pilots who’ve actually run the Split?” I asked.

“There are some,” Lanar said stubbornly. “A handful.”

“Who may be days or even weeks away, somewhere else in Nearspace. We don’t have that kind of time. You said it yourself.”

“She’s right about one thing,” Viss said. “All that data we collected, even from the probe—didn’t really tell us anything new.”

Lanar shot him a betrayed look, but Viss shrugged. “Sorry, Admiral, it’s the truth.”

“What if something bad happened in there, with the Dorland and the Chron ship?” Harle Southwind asked mildly. His tone masked agitation, however, which manifested in the flicking of one ear. I’d noticed the same thing in Cerevare Brindlepaw when she’d been with us.

“Well, no debris exited either end of the wormhole.”

“Which proves nothing.”

“If there’s debris inside the wormhole, we’ll know what happened,” I said reasonably. “And the probe should have detected that.”

“I’m in, if you go,” Jahelia said suddenly. She glanced at Viss. “At least, I’d like to be. I know you have your engineer back now, but I might be useful.”

“She’s not going,” Lanar insisted. “What if you get pulled through the bad side against your will? End up somewhere else, like this mysterious system the PrimeCorp files mention.”

“I consider that a possibility,” I said. “If that happens, we’d deal with it. Maybe it would be a good thing.”

“What will your crew think of this idea, Captain?” Harle Southwind still kept his voice calm and reasonable, but that ear kept twitching.

“My crew is always encouraged to make their own decisions,” I told him. “They know they can opt to stay behind, no questions asked and no recriminations.”

“I’ll go,” Viss said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. “I need to see what shape my engine room is in.” He didn’t look at Jahelia, but his tone was friendly.

Mother took a few steps toward me and put her hands on my arms. “Luta,” she said, “I just found you. I don’t want to lose you. This seems reckless. Let someone else do it.”

“There is no-one else,” I said gently. “Look, the crew on my ship probably has the most combined experience of the Split of any ship in Nearspace. Even if only Hirin and I went, we’ve been through it three times. We can handle this. It’s necessary.”

Mother hesitated a moment, then nodded and released my arms.

Fleet Commander Regina Holles had been the only Protectorate officer saying nothing, as usual. Instead she regarded me through considering eyes. “I don’t have to allow you to do this, Captain Paixon,” she said.

“You’d have to find a way to stop her,” Hirin muttered, and I almost smiled.

“No, you don’t. But I’ll be honest with you, I’d probably try to find a way to do it without your permission. We need to find out what’s in there. It could be the key to this whole mess. And if we could have that knowledge by the time the Corvids get here—”

Regina Holles held up a hand. “If I allow this, there will be conditions. You are not, under any circumstances, to try to navigate through the malformed side of the Split.”

“Agreed. I have no intention of doing that.”

“If something happens that tries to force you through that side, you will attempt to counteract with any means possible.”

I nodded.

“We’ll have Protectorate ships stationed at both ends of the Split. They’ll protect you when you emerge, if it’s necessary. If you need crew members to replace any of yours who opt out of the mission, I will ask for Protectorate officers to volunteer in their stead.”

“I’m fine with that.”

“Your ship will undergo a complete inspection by qualified Protectorate specialists before you leave. They will carry out repairs or improvements at the Protectorate’s expense.”

Viss narrowed his eyes but I hastily said, “That’s very kind of you.”

“Admiral Mahane will go with you. So will ex-Chairman Sedmamin.”

Mother looked startled and Lanar looked slightly mollified, but Sedmamin popped up from his seat, sputtering. “Fleet Commander, this is outrageous! There is absolutely no reason to involve me in this. I’m not a military person! I have nothing more to offer.”

The Fleet Commander fixed him with a steely eye. “We don’t know what you might have to offer, sir, because we don’t know what you might find. You have years of knowledge and experience with PrimeCorp. You may have insights or knowledge that will be useful to Captain Paixon and her crew.”

“I’ve given you the files! Everything! Willingly!” Sedmamin had summoned every ounce of indignation he could muster. “And this is how you thank me.”

“We appreciate your cooperation,” she said, but her voice held an edge of mockery. She knew he’d only done it to protect his own azeno. Regina Holles rose from her chair and placed her fingertips on the desk, leaning forward slightly. “I don’t think you quite realize your situation, Citizen Sedmamin,” she said with emphasis. “You may have made a deal with Captain Paixon. But you have not made a deal with me.”

The full implication of her words hit Sedmamin at once. He looked a little wildly from Holles to Lanar to me and back again. He’d assumed that I’d talked to Lanar about the trade—Sedmamin’s freedom for the information that he’d turned over. But I never had. And I’d never, I realized, told Sedmamin that.

I shrugged. “Sorry, Chairman, I guess you’re stuck with us for a little while longer.”

He sat down again and ran a hand over his face. “It looks that way, Captain,” he said finally. “Just stop calling me Chairman.”

 

LANAR CAME ON board the Tane Ikai two days later looking like he was embarking on shore leave, which I didn’t think he’d done for at least five years. He’d traded his Protectorate uniform for organic denim jeans, a trim transform t-shirt painting itself a repressed purple, and a short black jacket. He carried a plain weekend bag and a smaller case for his datapad.

I greeted him at the airlock. “You look like you’re going on vacation,” I said, giving him a quick hug.

“I thought it might be less intimidating if I didn’t look officially Protectorate for this little jaunt,” he said.

“Intimidating to whom? Not me, I hope.”

He smiled. “No, not you. But I was thinking of Yuskeya. You’re her current Captain, and I wouldn’t want to muddy that up.”

“Well, that was thoughtful of you.”

“Also, I like to get out of the uniform occasionally,” he reflected. “Sometimes I think differently without it.”

“Does the Fleet Commander know this?” I asked him, showing him along the corridor to the quarters he’d have while on board. We’d agreed after further discussion that the mission could involve several skips through the wormhole, from both ends, and might continue for several days. Lanar had seemed content to leave Commander Linna Drake in charge of the Cheswick while he’d be away.

“I don’t tell her everything,” Lanar said mildly. “It’s a need-to-know basis.”

“Uh-huh. How’s she doing? With her leg, I mean?” She hadn’t moved around the room while we were meeting, and I’d seen the cane propped unobtrusively against the wall behind her chair.

Lanar grinned. “Regina? Cranky. The doctor says she’ll still be using the cane to get around for a couple of weeks, and she hates the thing. Personally, I won’t be surprised if she ends up hitting someone with it.”

“Up to giving orders, though,” I said, smiling.

“Until the day she dies, I’m sure.”

We had a full ship now, with Sedmamin on board, Viss and Yuskeya back, and Jahelia Sord still with us as well. The Tane Ikai had been subjected to the thorough inspection Regina Holles had ordered, and even Viss stopped complaining after they installed a few nice upgrades.

As we reached the door of the quarters I was giving Lanar, the door across the corridor opened and Jahelia stood silhouetted in the opening. I saw her take him in, and then slip back behind her mask of bored amusement. She leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms. “Well, Protectorate, we meet again.”

“You can’t call him ‘Protectorate,’” I told her. “That’s the same thing you call Yuskeya. It’s going to get confusing around here if you don’t start learning names.”

“Hmm.” She nodded. “You’re right. Although if only one of them is around at a time, it could still work.”

“And you were almost Protectorate yourself, if I remember correctly,” I told her.

“Don’t remind me of my misspent youth.”

“You could just call me ‘Admiral,’” Lanar suggested. “I’ll answer to that.”

Jahelia pursed her lips and frowned in mock speculation. “That sounds entirely too respectful. I’ll have to give it some further thought. Later, Protectorate.” She threw a perfect Protectorate salute to Lanar and moved off toward the galley, letting the door close behind her.

Lanar watched her go. I watched him for a moment, then said pointedly, “So here’s your room.”

He looked back to me, a small frown creasing his forehead. “What’s up with her, anyway?” he asked. “Is she like that with everybody?”

I shrugged. “Pretty much. Jahelia Sord is prickly, outspoken, apparently fearless, and entirely disrespectful of authority.”

“Huh,” Lanar said. “I think I see why you two hit it off.”

I punched him in the arm. “I’m going to the galley for a much-needed double caff, and then I’ll be on the bridge. When you run into Jahelia, just play nice and don’t break anything, all right? We’ll leave the Station as soon as we get the go-ahead from Docking. And you’re welcome on the bridge any time.” I opened the door for him.

“See you in a bit,” he said, and stepped inside.

I found Jahelia in the galley, sipping caff and eating a solanto cookie.

She grinned. “I’ve decided to make life easy for you. I’ll use Yuskeya’s name from now on, and reserve the pet name for your brother. He hasn’t earned my respect yet.”

“Thanks, that’s all I needed to make my life easier,” I said. “Should be a walk in the park, now.”

Jahelia leaned against the counter as I pulled my caff from the machine. “Your brother,” she said, nodding her head back the way we’d come. “Does he know about my nanobioscavs?”

I shook my head. “Not from me. I didn’t tell anyone until I told my mother, and he was back aboard his ship by then. Since then . . . well, it just hasn’t come up. I don’t think she has told anyone.”

She nodded. “So, it’s just you and your mother and your husband who know? Really know? All of it?”

I snorted. “Jahelia, I wouldn’t say that any of us know all of it.” I put my back against the counter next to her, so that she and I weren’t facing. I wrapped my hands around the warm mug gratefully. “Maja and I know what you told each of us, and Hirin saw the message you left for me. I asked Mother about your father, so I know her side of that. I know you’re about the same actual age as we are, and that your nanobioscavengers could probably use an upgrade.”

She said nothing, so I shook my head. “Okay, you still don’t want to talk about that. The short answer to your question is, yes, only Hirin and Mother and I know your true age. Maja probably suspects, but we haven’t talked about it. I don’t see any need to tell anyone else unless circumstances make it necessary, or you want to.” I glanced sideways at her and grinned. “How’s that?”

She nodded once. “That’s fine. Thank you. I’m not—” She broke off, then tried again. “I’m not used to anyone else knowing about me. I feel like I need to know where I stand with everyone.”

I blew out a sigh. “I do know. It’s only recently that my crew found out about me. So, I understand. But it’s your secret, not mine to tell. And Hirin can keep a secret better than anyone else I know.”

“Do you mind my staying aboard?” she asked with uncharacteristic frankness. “I said I’d help, and I meant it. But I know it’s probably not the most comfortable arrangement.”

I took a sip of my drink. Sweet and hot and fortifying. “Things have changed fast over the past couple of weeks. I don’t have a problem with you being here.” I risked a glance at her. “I do wonder a bit about your motivation.”

She was silent so long, eating the last bites of her cookie, I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Finally, she said, “It’s a long time since I cared about anything but myself and . . . revenge. But I—now I do. I care about stopping the Chron.”

“You’ve changed a lot since we first met,” I said. “For the better, I think.”

She took a long swallow of caff. “Believe me, no-one is more surprised than I am,” she said. “Now let’s go up to the bridge and you can find some job for me to do.”

 

 


Chapter 19 – Lanar 
Into the Dark

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I WASN’T USED to being a mere passenger on a ship; even when I could turn the immediate bridge command of the Cheswick over to Linna Drake or one of my other officers, there was still an alertness, a sense of purpose in knowing that I was ultimately responsible for everything that happened. Being a passenger on Luta’s ship—emphasized by the absence of my Protectorate uniform—was unnerving. I realized just how long it had been since I’d taken a real vacation. Too long, obviously.

And I was also unnerved by the presence of Jahelia Sord. That feeling was more difficult to figure out. She was a loose cannon by all reports, and although Luta told me the woman had changed considerably since they’d first met, I still didn’t know whether we should trust her. She was just as prickly and insolent as Luta had said, and yet I had the impression that it was all an act. She was living up to a reputation, but at least some of the time, it rang false. I wondered if I was simply being too suspicious, or if she was planning some elaborate double-cross. From what I knew of her, it was entirely possible.

We arrived at the Split to find five Protectorate ships in place near the terminal point—two Pixiu scouts, two Pegasus cruisers, and a Bahamut support ship. It was a sorry complement if the Chron sent through a serious invasion force, but this was only one possible entry point into Nearspace, and the fleet was stretched thin. In the event of an attack, they’d have to do what they could, and get word to Fleet Command.

They’d obviously been apprised by Regina that we’d be arriving and heading into the wormhole, because the lead cruiser, the Sophia, sent a message of acknowledgement through to Luta. She responded and after they’d broken the connection, looked around the bridge.

“Are we ready to do this?” she asked.

It had been no surprise to me that her entire crew had agreed to be involved in the mission. I knew the glue that held this crew together was more than the duty and purpose that bonded a Protectorate crew. These folks were more like family, and had been through a lot together in the past months. Jahelia was an outsider, but they’d opened up a space for her, too. She was installed now at the secondary engineering board on the bridge, while Viss manned the main controls on the lower level. Yuskeya, Rei, and Baden were at their usual posts, and Hirin had shown me with some enthusiasm the weapons station he’d set up.

No, I was the odd man out, and it was a strange feeling.

“Where’s Sedmamin?” Luta asked.

“Sulking in his quarters,” Jahelia said with a grin. “I threatened to tell Fleet Commander Holles and he was—extremely rude.”

“I can go get him,” I said. It would give me something to do, but Luta motioned me into a seat at one of the empty consoles.

“Never mind him. He doesn’t have to be here for this. We’ll get him if anything unexpected happens.”

“Like being pulled off the missing side of the Split?” I asked.

“That wouldn’t be completely unexpected, but yes,” Luta agreed.

“You lied to Mother,” I said, shaking a finger at her as I crossed to sit where she’d indicated.

“You didn’t stop me,” Luta countered. “All right, Viss, let’s get the skip drive online. Baden, send the tracer through, make sure there’s nothing coming the other way.”

The ping was back in a moment, and Baden confirmed we were clear to enter.

“Rei, you can take us in whenever you’re ready.”

“Straight through unless anything interferes,” Rei said. “Anything goes weird, you tell me what you want me to do, Captain. But don’t leave it too long. You know what it’s like in there.”

“I know, and that’s the plan,” Luta confirmed. “Yuskeya, Jahelia, you’re clear on running scans? Keep them going no matter what happens.”

They both responded in the affirmative, and the tenor of the ship’s hum changed as the skip drive kicked in. After a moment, the change in the wormhole was visible as the drive acted on it. The dark mouth of the wormhole changed and widened, beckoning us in. Runnels of plasma tendrils streamed along the edges, hot and wicked-looking.

“Engaging,” Rei said, and the Tane Ikai moved slowly toward the mouth of the wormhole.

I felt a thrill of excitement that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I’d explored nearly every corner of Nearspace with the Protectorate, but like the vast majority of Nearspace inhabitants, I’d never traversed the Split.

Naturally, I’d read all the data about it, and even had Luta describe it to me. Despite not being an engineer, I know how wormhole travel works; skip drives generate a thin layer of Krasnikov matter, which keeps the wormhole from destabilizing while a ship is inside it. Alternating positive and negative energy pulses allow the ship to skip through the tunnel-like wormhole, protected by a Ford-Roman field. The field repels from one side of the hole, and the ship slides around to bounce the next time off the other side, creating a water-going-down-the-drain effect. That’s the experience.

But the Split is essentially only half a wormhole. Once inside, the usual tube-like passage is more like the half-pipe used in extreme gravity sports. One half of the tube reflects the wild swirl of colour found in any wormhole. The other half of the tube, however, is simply a plain grey haze. A ship spinning over to that side would simply punch through and careen off into—no-one knew where. Wormhole spelunkers—a few—had attempted it and never returned. Nor had any probe. No sensors have picked up useful readings for what’s beyond it. So, the pilot must manage to keep movement caused by the Ford-Roman repulsions constrained to a much narrower area. I’d never seen it done.

Now we had to consider that maybe something survivable lay beyond that hazy curtain.

But we were not here to find that out. We were here to run a normal skip—or what passed for normal in the Split—and take readings. That was it.

My heart beat abnormally fast as my mind raced. I turned my focus to Luta, facing the wormhole with aplomb, and felt better. I realized suddenly that I’d been taking cues from her for as long as I could remember.

Despite Luta’s calm confidence, the mood on the bridge was tense. I sensed it in the clipped, intense way the crew spoke to each other, running checks. It thrummed in the air, a sense of heightened alertness. It made me wish I had something productive to do, but all I could do was sit and watch as the wormhole terminal opened and we slid inside.

The colours of the safe side of the Split blossomed before us, the cloudy side looming opposite like a crouching animal. Rei swung the ship along the safe side, coming heart-stoppingly close to the demarcation between the two sides, and then slid us back in the other direction. The ship careened side to side like a pendulum as the swirling plasma slid beneath us.

“Scans are running, Captain,” Yuskeya said. She watched the wormhole unfold through the viewscreen, glancing down at the readouts on her screen occasionally. “Huh,” she said suddenly.

“What?”

She turned slightly to face Luta. “Remember those grey striation lines we noticed in that first wormhole from Delta Pavonis into the system with the operant moon? They’re here, too.”

“Is that new? Or did we not notice them before?”

Yuskeya frowned. “Hard to say. We could easily have missed them before. It’s a distracting place.”

“But they mean that at some point, this wormhole has been ghosted,” Luta said. “Affected by an operant device.”

“Which could account for the malformed side,” Hirin added. “Fha told us that ghosted wormholes sometimes suffer anomalies or damage, right?”

“And it could mean that the Chron—the Pitromae—are ghosting it now, to get into Nearspace,” Luta said. “All right, that’s a helpful observation, Yuskeya. Rei, anything out of the ordinary?”

“Struggling to hold us to one side,” Rei said in a strained voice. “So, absolutely normal for the Split.”

Moments later we emerged from the other end of the wormhole, into the quiet emptiness of GI182. I felt an odd mix of elation and disappointment. I’d been through the Split, had finally experienced the odd and dangerous wormhole first hand. But we didn’t seem to have discovered anything striking that would help with the current problems.

Luta responded to the Protectorate vessel that hailed her to check on our status, then turned to Rei. “We’ll go back through once Viss has a chance to re-check the drives, all right? Are you up to it?”

Rei nodded as she massaged her hands. “That’ll take him an hour, if I know Viss. By then I’ll be good to go. Hands need a little break, that’s all.”

I stood and crossed to Luta’s chair. “You think there’s still more to find?”

She half-shrugged. “Quite possibly. And it’s still the fastest route back to FarView, right?”

Jahelia Sord stood from the secondary engineering console. “I’ll go down to engineering and offer to give Viss a hand, Captain.”

Luta nodded. “Come back up when we’re ready to go.”

After the first few exciting minutes of talk about running the Split itself, since I was the only person on the bridge for whom it was a new experience, the next hour passed as slowly as if we were stranded on the event horizon of a black hole. The only break in the monotony came when Sedmamin appeared on the bridge, asked where we were, and returned to his quarters with a sniff. Yuskeya and Rei huddled over a screen, running through the data we’d collected, and the rest of us made stilted attempts at desultory conversation. It was a huge relief when Jahelia returned and Viss assured Luta over the comm that everything was in order and the ship was ready to make the skip back to Delta Pavonis.

Luta apprised the Protectorate ships that we were ready to go, and with little fanfare, we approached the terminal point. The dark mouth of the wormhole, once again painted with streams of colourful plasma, swallowed us up.

This time I saw the grey lines Yuskeya had mentioned. I’d never observed them in a wormhole before, which apparently meant I’d never been through a wormhole that had been ghosted. This was good; it meant that few of the Nearspace wormholes had been affected by the ghosting technology.

No-one commented on anything else unusual as the Tane Ikai swung pendulum-like across the safe side of the wormhole.

“Rei, you all right?”

“Fine,” was Rei’s clipped reply. I wondered if we should have given her a longer break between forays into the Split.

“You’re doing great,” Luta reassured her. “The ship feels rock solid. Viss, everything okay on your end?”

Whatever Viss’s answer would have been, we never got to find out.

 

WE’D SWUNG FROM side to side five times, which, judging by the previous skip, meant we were about halfway. I didn’t expect anything untoward to happen, despite all of Regina’s admonitions about what Luta should do if it did. With one uneventful skip just behind us, I’d relaxed.

I was completely unprepared for a gaping hole to open in the gauzy grey half of the Split just ahead of us, and a Chron ship to come screaming through.

We’d swung almost to the limit of a left-hand arc, so we weren’t directly in its path. The offset wasn’t much, but it probably saved our lives.

Rei gasped. Luta jumped up from her chair. Jahelia Sord swore. “Merde!”

The Chron pilot slid to our right as far as possible, but the wormhole was only large enough for one ship at a time. This was why Nearspace had strict protocols regulating the use of tracer pings to ensure that a wormhole was empty of other traffic before any ship entered. If Mauronet had destroyed the ship he’d followed—or if they’d met with misfortune—the Chron likely remained confident they had the Split to themselves. They didn’t expect company.

But there we were. We clung to the side, the Chron ship swerved, but it wasn’t enough. The impact was a bone-jarring shudder that resonated through the entire ship. I hadn’t stood or moved from my chair, only grasped the arms when the rift in the wormhole had appeared, so I guess I was more stable than the others. They were occupied with screens and tasks, or like Luta, had stood or half-started from their seats at the intrusion. Despite the intensity of the jolt, it seemed surreal because it wasn’t accompanied by the flare of shields that would normally happen when anything impacted or came close to impacting the ship. No shields inside a wormhole, I reminded myself. I wondered if the hull had been breached and felt a rush of relief that no siren had begun to sound. Then I realized that Luta’s ship might not even have such a thing. This wasn’t a Protectorate vessel.

I saw Luta stumble and Rei rock sideways in her chair, one arm flying out to try and steady herself while she kept the other one on the board. It wasn’t enough. Our precarious hold on the safe side of the wormhole slipped from her grasp and the Tane Ikai’s aft end swung crazily toward the hazy unknown.

“Rei!” Luta shouted, steadying herself with her console. She made a lunge toward the auxiliary pilot’s board, but it was too far, and too late. The ship careened past the safe zone, spun now almost a full hundred and eighty degrees. The viewscreen showed the Chron ship as it ricocheted away from us, bilious gas streaming from a truncated wing, bright fingers of plasma arcing in a web across its ebony surface as if searching for a way inside. It tumbled into the multicoloured swirl of wormhole plasma and shattered like glass. Black shards erupted from the point of impact to be swept into the maelstrom of colour.

Viss’s voice resounded over the comm. “Captain! What’s happening?”

But no-one answered him. We were too busy staring in horror as the Tane Ikai twisted around again, showing us the dark, gaping mouth in the gauzy arc of the wormhole as we tumbled toward it.

“Rei, can we—” Luta gasped as she half-fell into the auxiliary pilot’s chair.

Rei had regained her balance, and her hands flew over the control board. She was shaking her head, though. “Lost it. We’re completely out of control.”

Alin Sedmamin’s voice came over the comm, thready with fear. “Captain! What’s wrong? Are we under attack?”

I wasn’t sure what he expected to attack us inside a wormhole.

“Not now, Chairman,” Luta managed. “Brace yourself and shut up.”

A dozen commands clamoured for me to say them, but with an effort I clamped my mouth shut. This wasn’t my ship, not even a Protectorate ship, and half the things I wanted to say probably wouldn’t even make sense.

Hirin shouted, “Viss! Switch to maneuvering drives!”

Luta turned to look at him. “What about the skip drive? We’ll lose the Ford-Roman field. We’ll be crushed if the wormhole collapses!”

Hirin looked at the hole in the grey side of the Split. “We’ll be inside that in seconds. Something else is holding that one open. We don’t want to interfere with it.”

“And we might need some kind of control once we’re in,” I said, understanding what Hirin was saying. My voice sounded like a mere croak but I think Luta must have heard me.

“Merde!” Luta swore. “Shut it down, Viss! The instant it’s safe, I’m going to raise the shields. Rei, whatever we slide into, just try to get us out. Maneuvering only.”

“Sord, keep things running. I’m coming up there,” Viss grunted over the comm.

“Got it,” Jahelia answered him. I looked over and saw her frown of intense concentration as she took control of the auxiliary engineering board. The hum of the skip drive died and I had just enough time to look up at the yawning hole on the viewscreen as we skidded through it and into the unknown.

 

THE BLACKNESS OUTSIDE lasted the space of a few heartbeats—I know because mine was pounding as if trying to fight its way out of my chest. On the bridge, the overhead lights flickered off, leaving only the eerie glow of the active boards to illuminate the space. The ship shuddered as its momentum battled Rei’s attempts to bring it under control with the maneuvering drives, but I felt it catch the swirling plasma of the new wormhole and steady. Now we spun along the inside of the tunnel as we would a normal wormhole, and multicoloured streaks of plasma coiled along the inner walls of the wormhole like variegated lightning.

Viss gained the bridge and crossed with purpose to where Jahelia sat, glancing up at the viewscreen as he went. He snagged an empty skimchair in passing and slid it next to Jahelia, but didn’t nudge her aside at the board. “What’s that bastardo done to my ship?” he asked no-one in particular. “And where the hell are we?”

“Bumped us into a ghosted wormhole—or something,” Luta answered, “And I don’t know. I didn’t even know two wormholes could intersect.”

Viss shot her a look of complete incomprehension. “That’s not possible.”

“Tell that to the Chron.”

“We’re in a wormhole with no Ford-Roman field?” Viss asked, incredulous. “We should be dead already.”

“I’m sure there are answers, Viss, but I don’t have them,” Luta told him. “Stay tuned.”

He pressed his lips together and turned his attention back to the engineering board.

It felt like a normal wormhole skip now, even without the hum of a skip drive and the curiously dark wormhole interior. The usual visual of multiple rainbows spinning down a drain had been replaced by rivulets of colour streaming across black glass. But we corkscrewed smoothly around the inside of this new wormhole.

“Damage?” Luta asked.

“I’m almost sure there’s no breach,” Yuskeya said. She’d been quiet up to now, and I realized that she’d been running damage checks without waiting for Luta’s order. I almost smiled. That was Yuskeya; quietly proactive, seeing what needed to be done and doing it. “The dockside door into Cargo Pod One might have lost its seal, though. The brunt of the impact was there.”

“No cargo in that pod that should be affected,” Maja said. My niece’s voice was thin, but steady.

And then we flew out of the wormhole.

“Shields up!” Luta ordered.

“Main drive coming online,” Jahelia said. “Rei should have full power in thirty seconds.”

“Scanning the system,” Yuskeya said. “Navigation data log initiated. I’ve designated this system OS-05 to start. I’ll add the spectral data on the stars when we have it.”

I stared out the viewscreen at the system that opened around us. A planet hung not far away, wreathed in cloud layers that revealed browns, greens, and blues where they parted. I didn’t immediately recognize it, but that didn’t mean anything; apart from a few in Nearspace that had notable features, most habitable planets were visually similar from a distance. A star burned beyond it against the dark of space, bright white and similar to Sol as viewed from Earth; but it could have been larger and further away, or smaller and closer. After a moment, I realized that a more distant light signalled a binary star system. A largish moon, grey and pockmarked, orbited the planet, and a smaller one hung nearer the wormhole terminal point. To starwise sprawled a gas nebula, iron-red in the centre and splaying fingers of blue and green emissions into space.

“It’s the system from the PrimeCorp files,” I said, but no-one noticed because Yuskeya spoke at the same time.

“Two ships on long-range,” she said. “Moving, possibly toward us.”

“Identification?” Luta asked.

“Too far away yet.”

“Nothing on any communications channel,” Baden reported. “No signals coming from the planet. Start a scan for habitation?”

“Yes, and let’s move away from the wormhole,” Luta said after a moment’s hesitation. “We don’t want to be discovered here yet. Let’s try to catch our breaths. Rei, get the planet between those ships and us.”

“The wormhole has closed,” Yuskeya added. “Reverted back to inactive.”

“Let’s look up the records of exactly what the Corvids told us about ghosted wormholes,” Luta suggested. “Maja, would you do that?”

“Aye, Captain.” Maja’s fingers flew over the screen in front of her as she searched the ship’s database for the information. I tried to remember what I’d read in Luta’s report, but I thought that any poorly-recalled details I might contribute would not be useful at this point.

Alin Sedmamin arrived on the bridge then, looking frightened and angry and cradling one arm to his chest. I couldn’t see blood, but lines of pain had etched themselves across his gaunt face. He stared up at the viewscreen. The system was obviously neither Delta Pavonis nor GI182, to anyone familiar with them. “Where are we? What happened?”

No one answered for a moment, then Luta said, “We collided with a Chron ship inside the wormhole and were bumped into another one. We ended up here.”

“Bumped into another what?

“Another wormhole.”

“How is that—” Sedmamin broke off and tried again. “But where’s here?”

“I think it’s the system those secret PrimeCorp files mentioned,” I repeated, when no-one else answered.

This time it got a reaction. Luta looked up sharply at the viewscreen. “Really? You think so?” After a moment, she pursed her lips and nodded. “Yes. It fits, doesn’t it? And really, where else would we expect to wind up?”

“I thought if we found this system, it would be full of PrimeCorp ships and Chron,” Hirin said. “That it would be a hub of activity.”

Jahelia shrugged. “Could be more of a waystation en route to somewhere else. Or maybe they’re all in Nearspace already.”

“Don’t even say that,” Luta said sharply. “All right. Let’s start a scan of the planet. We’re here, we might as well collect as much information as we can.”

“There’s nothing here about how long a ghosted wormhole might stay open,” Maja said, studying the screen. “But I wonder if that smaller moon is an operant device. If so, we should be able to open the wormhole again ourselves when we’re ready. We still have the activator the Corvids installed.”

“Can someone look at my arm?” Sedmamin asked in a surprisingly subdued voice. “I fell and twisted it when—when the other ship hit us, I guess. I don’t think it’s broken, but it hurts like hell.”

Luta glanced at me. “Lanar, could you take over Yuskeya’s board if she takes the Chairman to medical?”

I nodded, and for once I saw a slightly rebellious look cross Yuskeya’s face. I didn’t blame her—who’d want to leave the bridge right now to see to Alin Sedmamin? But typically, she said nothing in protest, simply stood and motioned for the Chairman to follow her as she led the way to the medical bay. On the Tane Ikai, she was the resident medic.

It’s been a while since I ran much navigation, but I could see what Yuskeya had going. “We’ll lose the ships in a few minutes, once the planet’s between us, but they’re still heading in this direction,” I told Luta. “Not travelling particularly fast, so I’m guessing they haven’t noticed us.”

“Let’s keep it that way for now,” Luta said.

“They’re probably on their way to the wormhole,” Hirin guessed.

I felt my jaw clench reflexively. If the ships were Chron, and headed to the wormhole, they were on their way to Nearspace. My instinct was to intercept and destroy them, but I knew that wasn’t an option. This wasn’t my ship, for one thing, and that wasn’t my mission, for another. But it was hard to know they were passing so close and I could do nothing to stop them. I had to console myself with the knowledge that a Protectorate force waited for them at either end of the Split.

“Planet seems uninhabited so far,” Baden said. “But it’s a big place. No definitive answer for a while. But nothing coming from the continent below us. Emissions in the atmosphere suggest lots of ships have come and gone.”

“Jahelia,” Luta said, “Could you call up those files on Pita, the ones Sedmamin said referred to a system and planet that weren’t identified? I want to know for sure if this is it, and if so, what we might find here.”

“Sure thing, Captain. But you could have asked me yourself.” The voice made me look up, and I realized it was Pita, not Jahelia Sord, who had answered. Jahelia’s datapad rested on the console beside her, and I guessed the AI was always listening. Good to remember.

Sedmamin came back onto the bridge then, his arm in a yellow plasticast. He went to the viewscreen and looked out, studying the planet. Yuskeya came after him and crossed to the nav station, which I vacated for her.

“This is the place?” Sedmamin asked.

Pita spoke up with his answer. “Captain, I’ve calculated a 95% certainty that this is the system mentioned in the PrimeCorp files. The description and the system data fits, and we know there’s access from Nearspace. If we can find the location on the planet that’s pinpointed in the file and there’s anything of interest there, we’ll know for sure.”

“All right. Yuskeya, could you set up a scan using the data in the PrimeCorp file? Get it to define the equator and locate the prime meridian as it’s described. Then run latitude and longitude lines and find the spot mentioned in the file.”

“Will do, Captain,”

Luta sat back in her chair. “All right. Assuming nothing attacks us in the next little while, I think we need a plan.”

“Fight Chron, find the treasure, escape back through the wormhole,” Jahelia offered with a grin.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Hirin agreed. “Save Nearspace should be in there somewhere, though.”

“And save Nearspace for Gramps,” Jahelia confirmed.

It was the first time I’d seen Luta smile all day.

 

 


Chapter 20 – Luta 
What the Mountain Hides

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I TOLD REI to stay in the scan shadow of the planet until the Chron ships had time to arrive at the wormhole and skip through. Then we edged out to check. The wormhole terminal point lay closed and quiet, and the ships were gone. I let out a breath I’d been holding forever. It seemed we’d gambled right.

Everyone had gathered on the bridge. Scans of the planet had completed and Yuskeya had found the mountain peak that marked the prime meridian—it was taller than all around it by a good hundred metres. With that located, it had been a relatively simple matter to calculate longitudinal lines. The planet’s rotation showed us where to place north and south poles, and with those in place we could define an equator and the rest of the latitude lines. Yuskeya laid in a course that would take us over the coordinates noted in the file, and Rei took us into orbit above it.

From up here, there was little to see.

An argument had broken out about how to run the recon. Viss, Yuskeya, and Hirin came down on the side of continuing to sweep and scan the area from orbit, looking for anomalies or anything suspicious or out of the ordinary, until we had an idea of what might be down there. I felt that this was reasonable for an initial approach, but that a ground search would soon become necessary. Lanar sided with me. The others were carefully non-committal.

“Finding something from way up here is only going to take us so far,” Lanar said, drumming his fingers on the co-pilot’s board. It wasn’t active, so Rei was obviously trying to ignore it and not be irritated with him. I knew that part of his fidgeting was due to not being in command, an unusual and probably not-very-comfortable position for my brother. “We want to go back to Nearspace with more than an unidentified blip on a scan. We need solid information.”

“This is PrimeCorp,” Hirin said. “If there’s something down there, the whole area could be booby-trapped, rigged, watched, or patrolled by drones or paramilitary—you can’t put anything past them. If this is something so big that they’ve been hiding it for over a century in a system outside Nearspace, they won’t have skimped on the security.”

“Or it could all be a red herring,” Maja said. “There might be nothing there at all. Just a hoax to keep the Protectorate occupied if they ever managed to discover it.”

“I think that gives them too much credit,” Lanar said.

“Or they might have been so sure they wouldn’t be discovered by accident that they kept security to a minimum, knowing that it would be less likely to attract attention by mistake,” I said.

“That sounds likely, to be honest,” Sedmamin said. He’d found an empty skimchair and sat, cradling his plasticast-encased arm with the other. “PrimeCorp is cagey. And they have a very realistic understanding of the scale of Nearspace. The chances of a secret base on an uninhabited planet in a hidden system being discovered by anyone—that would seem almost infinitely improbable.”

Lanar nodded. “So they’d keep security to a minimum, to save money and divert attention. Everything could be automated, just to keep an eye on things. Someone discovers the system—not likely in the first place—and they’re quietly silenced. The security threat is very small. The Split’s rarely used, so who’s going to go through it and get diverted into the unknown system?”

“Us,” Rei said, throwing a grin over her shoulder. “But we all know how exceptional we are.”

“You think PrimeCorp won’t even see us coming?” Viss scoffed. “You’re underestimating them.”

I stood up from my chair. “Well, arguing is getting us nowhere,” I said. “Let’s do a detailed scan of the area and see what shows up. When there’s something new to look at or argue over, we’ll do that. In the meantime, I want a constant scan for other ships in the area, out to the edge of our range. I want to know the instant we have any company. I want to know if anything happens with the wormhole. And now I’m going to get something to eat.”

That, at least, was hailed as a good idea, and Maja came with me to the galley. We heated pasta and sauce for everyone and took it back to the bridge. We didn’t talk much while we got it ready. I don’t know what was on my daughter’s mind, but I was seriously questioning the wisdom of what we were doing. Should we be trying to get back through the wormhole and home instead? But although we differed on how to approach the problem, everyone did seem to think investigating was the next step.

We ate in relative silence, too. I was scraping the last of the pasta sauce from my bowl when Yuskeya said, “I’ve got it.”

She’d put her bowl down beside her console. “I’ll put it up on the main screen, will I?”

I nodded. “Otherwise everyone will be breathing down your neck.”

The image of the planet below us flickered. Now it showed the planet surface, but traced in layers of colour that overlapped, merged, and flowed over the topographical features of the landscape as well as delving the depths of the earth.

I studied the tracery of colours and lines, trying to read features and clues in their intricate patterns, but soon gave up. “You’ll have to tell me what I’m looking at, Yuskeya,” I said. “This looks like a beautiful abstract painting to me, not a secret operations base.”

Yuskeya chuckled. “I wouldn’t call it a base. Not like the thing is jumping out at us. But . . . an anomaly.” She got up from her chair at the nav board and went to the screen. “This is a mountain,” she said, pointing to an area that obviously rose from sea level green through a series of gradations to a dark rust colour at the peak. “But if you look closely here,” she circled her finger in an area on one side of the mountain, “you can just make out a pocket of shadow—and it’s a little pinker.”

“That means hollow,” Jahelia said, nodding.

“Probably hollow,” Yuskeya cautioned. “I’m not making any promises. But it would be a logical place. And difficult to spot, even with the depth imaging, unless you were looking for it.”

“What are all these shapes?” Maja asked, pointing.

“Seems like a lot of rock formations in the area,” Yuskeya said. “They’re too irregular to be anything constructed.”

“And here?”

Yuskeya pursed her lips. “That does look different,” she said. The area lay a short distance away from the mountain. “More regular.”

“Could be discarded equipment, maybe,” Baden suggested

“We need to get on the ground,” Lanar said, “and have a better look.”

“Still seems dangerous,” Hirin said. “What about a closer fly-over?”

“That’ll give us away entirely, Gramps,” Jahelia said. “A ship randomly buzzing a mountain on the side of an out-of-the-way planet? Sure, nothing suspicious about that.”

“We could be prospectors,” Hirin said huffily. “Or explorers. It makes as much sense as putting people on the ground to investigate.”

I put a hand on Hirin’s arm. “Except that there shouldn’t be either in this system. You’re both right. If we’re spotted, anyone is going to be suspicious, no matter how or what we’re doing. The best course of action is not to get spotted.” I looked around at the assembled faces. “Which means small vehicle, on the ground, being as unobtrusive as possible. While a larger vessel, say a ship, provides a distraction by appearing to look for something else if it’s spotted.”

It was a good plan, and they knew it. But everyone waited to hear what Hirin would say. “And who goes down to the surface?” he asked.

“Me, Lanar . . . and Jahelia,” I said carefully. “And Sedmamin.”

Sedmamin began to splutter and Hirin opened his mouth to say something, but I held up a finger. “If Lanar or I run into trouble, we’ll heal faster than anyone else,” I said. “And Jahelia and the Chairman might still have special PrimeCorp access, or other knowledge or information. They might be useful.”

It was a good explanation, and Hirin could see that, too. Of course, my real reason for including Jahelia was that she had the same nanobioscavenger advantages Lanar and I had, but I wanted to keep my promise and not mention that to anyone who didn’t already know about it.

Hirin contented himself with shaking his head. “I don’t like it. It’s a good plan, but I don’t have to like it, and I don’t,” he said defiantly. “But all right. Let’s get the ground car ready. Planetary data says the atmosphere is breathable, so you have that going for you,” he said. He pointed a finger at me. “You’re not going unarmed,” he stated unequivocally.

“Excellent,” Jahelia said, and started for the weapons locker.

“I can’t use a weapon with this arm,” Sedmamin complained, holding up the plasticast.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, patting him on the shoulder as I passed. “I wasn’t going to give you one, anyway.”

 

I WENT TO change my clothes into something suitable for planet exploration, and Maja followed me into my quarters.

“Are you sure this is smart?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest and leaning back against the edge of the desk while I rummaged in the dresser. “Shouldn’t one of you—you or Uncle Lanar—stay on board in case something goes wrong?”

“That’s why I’m leaving your father in command,” I told her, pulling a dark, long-sleeved t-shirt from a drawer. “And Yuskeya is here, too. Your uncle and I can heal quickly if anything goes wrong.”

“I thought Dad had the same things now, too,” Maja said.

I caught my breath a little. Was she waiting for the day when her grandmother would offer her the nanobioscavengers, too? Was she hurt that it hadn’t happened yet? I was certain Mother would do it—in her own time, and when she thought she and Maja could talk about it dispassionately. I suppose I was waiting for the same thing, to bring it up with my daughter. Maybe it was cowardly. But there wasn’t time to tackle it now.

“Your father has improved so much, it’s true—so much of the damage done by the virus is gone,” I admitted. “But he’s still older, and he hasn’t had the benefit of the bioscavs all these years. He’s the best one to stay with the ship. It makes no sense to leave Lanar, and I have to—”

She smiled reluctantly. “You have to keep everyone on track,” she said. “I know. That’s what you do best.”

“I do?”

Maja crossed the room and gave me a quick hug. “Yes. You do. So, I guess you’d better go and do it. Just be careful, all right? I hate that you’re going into a total unknown.”

“Not total. We’re pretty sure that someone from PrimeCorp will be down there,” I said, pulling on a short brown canvas jacket.

“Great. I feel so much better now,” she said, and we hurried back to the bridge.

 

 


Chapter 21 – Lanar 
Secrets and Allies

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LUTA DECIDED TO keep the Tane Ikai well away from the mountain. We didn’t know what we might find there, but anything PrimeCorp saw fit to hide away on an uninhabited planet inside a mountain was worth investigating. Rei set the Tane Ikai down about an hour’s distance by groundcar from the suspect mountain. They’d stay only long enough for us to set out, then return to orbit. From there, they’d monitor what we were doing, watch for approaching ships or anything coming out of the wormhole, and scan for drive signatures or debris that might offer a clue about the Dorland. We could signal the ship at any time to come back and collect us.

Meanwhile, Luta, Jahelia, Sedmamin, and I would take the groundcar and, as unobtrusively as possible, make our way to the mountain. We’d find out as much as we could and retreat. That was pretty much the entirety of the plan.

If the mountain turned out to be guarded by real manpower or weapons power, we’d retreat, regroup, call the ship back to the surface to get us, and come up with another plan. Maybe just turn tail, head for the wormhole, and send back reinforcements. I wanted whatever information we could take back.

I wasn’t sure about Luta’s insistence that Jahelia Sord and Alin Sedmamin come with us. Sedmamin, I expected to be more trouble than he was worth, and I didn’t expect he’d have much to contribute.

I still didn’t know much about Jahelia, but I’d had the impression that Luta didn’t particularly like her. I’d been mildly surprised to find her still in the picture—but they appeared to get along fine now. Her attitude was . . . confusing. She pretended to be mockingly amused by everything and everyone, and yet somehow looked for approval, too. She was openly rude, and yet the crew tolerated it with no more than mild annoyance. Maybe their shared experience on the Relidae station had bonded them.

As I checked my weapon and a few other gadgets, I considered my own feelings about Jahelia Sord. They were almost as confusing as her relationship with the others. She was attractive, no doubt about it. I’d seen enough rare smiles on her pixie face to know that they transformed her. Her brown eyes held a different emotion every time I looked into them. But her personality conflicted me the most. Half the time I wanted to shake her, and half the time I wanted to—

A knock sounded at my door. “Come in,” I called, slipping the laser pistol behind my back and into the waistband of my jeans.

Luta opened the door and poked her head inside. “All set?” she asked. She’d changed from a shipsuit into her trademark jeans and switched to a dark t-shirt. For a change, she’d foregone the somewhat flamboyant long dark leather coat for a shorter, closer-fitting brown jacket. I grinned inwardly, thinking of what her reaction would be if I described anything about her as “flamboyant.”

“Ready to go.” I put a hand on her arm, stopping her when she would have turned away again. “Luta, do you really think Sord is the best one to go with us? And do we need Sedmamin? We’d move faster on our own.”

Luta crossed her arms and leaned against the door frame. “Sedmamin may have passcodes that will work down here—or there may be biometrics—or he may have more information than he even realizes. Or will admit to. I know he claims not to have known anything about this, but it’s possible he’s lying and it will take being on the spot to get it out of him. Jahelia is—handy. Especially in an unknown situation. You’ll have to trust me on that one.”

“I know. It just seems—odd. I mean, Yuskeya or Viss, even Baden if you want to leave Hirin in charge of the ship—”

She grinned and repeated, “Trust me, Lanar. I know what I’m doing.”

“And what you’re doing is keeping secrets from me? Not very sisterly.”

Her face fell a little and I knew I’d struck a nerve. “You know what it’s like with secrets,” she said diffidently. “They have to be yours to tell. I would if I could, Lanar. I will if it’s necessary. Can you live with that?”

“I guess I have to.” I made a mock-pouting face. “I’m discovering that I strongly dislike not being in charge.”

She patted my cheek lightly. “Poor baby. Feeling naked without all the pretty starbursts on your shirt?”

“Absolutely.” I shepherded her out the door and closed it behind us. “And the first thing I’m going to do when I get them back is impound this ship and throw you in the brig for being mean to me.”

“I’ll tell Mother,” Luta warned. “She always liked me best.”

“And I’ll tell Regina you want to join the Protectorate.”

Luta laughed. “Okej, let’s call it a draw. I don’t want to pit Regina and Mother against each other.”

The door across the corridor opened and Jahelia Sord emerged. She wore dark pants tucked into low-heeled brown boots that rose almost to her knees and a dark blue jacket. She’d pulled her light brown hair into a knot low on her neck, and it made her look older—or at least more serious. The strap of a small cross-body bag stretched over her chest, and in her right hand she carried the plasma rifle she’d chosen from the weapons locker. When she saw us, she grinned.

“My two new best friends,” she said. “This should be fun, going exploring together.”

So much for being more serious. “Is everything a game to you, Ms. Sord?” I asked her before I had time to think about it. I’d decided earlier that I wouldn’t respond to her baiting. I knew it was exactly what she wanted. Her grin widened.

“Everything is a game, Protectorate. When life gets too serious, all the fun goes away. And I’m all about the fun.”

“PrimeCorp isn’t, and neither are the Chron,” I shot back. “If you’re looking for fun, you might be in the wrong place.”

She chucked me playfully on the shoulder. “That depends entirely,” she said, hefting the plasma rifle, “on your definition of fun.”

I couldn’t think of a suitable reply to that, so I merely shook my head, edged past her, and followed Luta down the corridor to the hatchway. It led down past the engineering deck to the cargo pods below, where the groundcar waited for us to drive out onto the surface of the planet. Hirin and Viss had already checked it over, and Sedmamin stood to one side of it, looking put-upon.

I guessed that he didn’t own much in the way of clothing suitable for exploring, so he’d borrowed a dark shipsuit and thrown his own jacket over it. The plasticast on his injured arm extended out of the jacket’s sleeve. He looked fidgety, and I thought maybe he’d had to borrow the boots, as well. I wondered idly who would have willingly loaned them to him. No-one came to mind. Luta might have had to persuade someone to help out.

“Sedmamin,” I said, nodding to him. I wouldn’t call him “Chairman” the way Luta still did.

“Admiral.” He glanced at Jahelia and Luta but said nothing to them. Maybe they’d been shipmates long enough that formalities were no longer necessary. “Do you think this is going to take long?”

“It’ll take as long as it takes,” Luta said.

“Oh, good, we have a timeline,” Sedmamin snapped.

“Hang on!” Baden hurried down the ladder and crossed to Luta. He glanced at me before handing something to her with a few whispered words. It turned out to be a little gadget of illegal manufacture, and he wasn’t sure how I’d react to his owning one. Technically, I could have arrested him for it, but I felt it was in the service of Nearspace to let it slide. The gadget had a few functions, including some facility in disabling electronic systems easily and from a distance. It might work if we turned it on the defence systems, scrambling their signals and allowing us to take them out without too much trouble.

Baden helped me unlock the docking clamps while Luta, Jahelia, and Sedmamin climbed in. By unspoken agreement, they left the driver’s seat for me. That surprised me. I’d expected Jahelia Sord to insist on driving, but she seemed content to share the second row of seats with Sedmamin. We exchanged a few last comments and checks with the bridge via ship’s comm, and then the big pod bay door slid open and bright sunlight invaded the cargo pod. I blinked, and Luta rummaged in one of the storage compartments, finally handing me a pair of sunglasses. She slipped on some of her own, and I glanced back to see that Jahelia and Sedmamin had found some as well—on consideration, I figured Sord had brought her own. The open top of the groundcar wasn’t going to provide us with much protection from the elements. I was just glad it wasn’t raining.

Baden had reported warm temperatures in this region of the unknown continent, and I felt the sun’s heat as soon as we rolled out of the cargo pod. This region was predominantly sandy and desert-like, scattered with sparse greenery as if a giant hand had sprinkled it at random, like a garnish on an unappetizing meal. A river flowed down the side of the mountain where we expected to find the PrimeCorp setup, and ran in our direction, giving rise to a swath of verdant greenery that ended abruptly where the river’s influence trickled out. Except for this defiant patch of forest, the landscape was sand-red and dusty, studded with tall hoodoos and other odd rock formations thrusting striated fingers to the sky. I worried that the groundcar would kick up a visible dust trail, but Luta thought we shouldn’t worry about it until we were closer to the mountain.

“They’re not crazy enough to monitor the entire damn planet, I hope,” she said. “What would be the point? I’m assuming that the Chron already know this is here, so who would they even be hiding it from?”

“I’m not willing to take bets on the relative sanity of PrimeCorp,” Jahelia Sord said from the seat behind us.

I pointed us in the direction of the mountain looming red and barren in the distance, and drove.

 

WE DROVE IN relative silence for about twenty minutes before we came upon the first ruins. These were the shapes Maja had asked about on the projection. It was plain now that these were the configurations we’d seen, the remains of a group of structures. I slowed the groundcar as we came up alongside them, so we could all get a closer look.

Sandblasted and worn by wind and elements, partly standing and partly toppled, they spoke of a long-ago walled habitation. Great chunks of stone formed platforms and foundations. Roofing that might have come from the nearby forest had long since decomposed or crumbled away.

“Seems like PrimeCorp isn’t the first to have set up base here,” Luta said. “Do you think this was once a Chron settlement?”

The ruins looked nothing like the elegant architecture I’d seen on Tabalo—didn’t seem as if they ever could have been buildings like the ones I’d seen there. “And what happened, whether it was Chron or someone else? Are there more like this around the planet, I wonder?”

“Could have been a species we haven’t encountered yet,” Luta said. She’d pulled out her datapad to record some images.

“We’re in completely uncharted territory here,” I said, craning my neck to see more of the ruined structures. “Whatever it is and whoever built it, it’s been here an awfully long time.”

I’d slowed the groundcar to a crawl as we studied the ruins, which was probably why I heard the humming noise as soon as I did. It rose in volume and dropped in pitch, as if it was getting nearer. I looked around. “Anyone else hear that?”

Both women had weapons in their hands almost as soon as the words were out of my mouth, and surveyed the surroundings. “Better get moving again,” Luta said. “Maybe we shouldn’t have stopped.”

“I knew this was a bad idea,” Sedmamin said. “PrimeCorp would have security on any secret installation, no matter if it was outside Nearspace. There are others out here who could find it too, and they’d want to protect it from anyone.”

I urged the groundcar back up to speed, but even over the sound of its own hum the other noise grew. Jahelia had stood in the back seat, gripping the roll bar with one hand while the other arm cradled her rifle. She scanned the sky behind us. “I don’t see anything.”

“I do.” Luta pointed ahead of us and up, and if I squinted I could just make out a descending shape.

“Sit down!” I barked at Jahelia, and she lowered herself to the seat.

“Turn around and call the ship!” Sedmamin demanded. “You’re driving us straight into danger. I’m going to lodge a formal complaint with—”

“Survey drone? Security?” Jahelia asked, cutting Sedmamin off as she leaned forward and squinted up, too. “Maybe we should cut over closer to the treeline.”

But that was easier said than done. The ruins we had stopped to look at stretched on for some distance, the remains of blocky walls and toppled buildings creating an extremely inconvenient barrier between us and the trees. I’d have to slow considerably to weave between them, and slowing down didn’t seem smart.

The humming increased. “There’s another one!” Luta shouted as a second shadow joined the first. “Hey, maybe—” She rummaged in the pocket of her jacket and came out with the gadget Baden had given her.

“You think that might shut them down?”

She shrugged. “Possible. Worth a try.” She aimed the scrambler in the direction of the drones and thumbed a switch on the top. I waited, hoping for the sound of a change in the drone’s hum, but it didn’t come.

“I’ll change the settings, but I have a feeling it’s not going to work,” Luta said. “Drones probably have a blocker to stop exactly this kind of interference.”

Jahelia stood again, steadying the plasma rifle on the rollbar. She aimed into the sky, but she didn’t have the range.

“Too far!” I told her.

“I know that,” she said witheringly. “I’m just setting up. They are going to get closer, if Baden’s little toy doesn’t work.”

“I know. Hold on.” I took a chance and turned the groundcar into a space between two collapsed buildings, where they had conveniently fallen in opposite directions and left a clear gap.

A whistling hiss split the air and Luta yelped.

“Incoming!”

Something bit into the ground ten metres from us, throwing up a blinding gout of sand and dirt when it exploded. I swerved the groundcar, but the encroaching ruins made maneuvering difficult. I worried that we’d be stuck or hemmed in, but the ruins afforded the only cover.

“If you stop for a minute I might get a shot,” Jahelia yelled.

“Do not stop!” Sedmamin demanded. His voice was muffled and I guessed that he’d slid to the floor and had his head down.

“Risky,” Luta argued. “It’s a small target and I don’t know how effective a plasma rifle will—”

Another something punched into the ground nearby, and I realized the drone had a larger payload than I’d thought. I hit the accelerator, and we hurtled forward past a section of ruined wall that still stood three times as high as the groundcar. I could try to get in close for cover, but with the drone overhead there were few places to hide.

“Make for the trees,” Luta urged.

“I can take them out,” Jahelia argued. “There are only two of them.”

“For now.” I didn’t have words to waste as I struggled to keep the groundcar under control. It wasn’t built for chases, and the wheels dragged in the soft, sandy earth.

The hum of the drone faded and then changed pitch, circling around for another run. I swerved around a pile of rubble, looking for a path to the protection of the trees.

“Fek this,” Jahelia muttered.

“Sit down, Sord!” Sedmamin roared, and I thought he was trying to tug her into her seat. I don’t know why he was so insistent that she not shoot at the things, but maybe he thought return fire would bring reinforcements. Maybe he knew more than he’d let on.

A muffled thump and a grunt from Sedmamin told me she’d kicked him off.

She stood again, setting her back and elbow against the rollbar for stability. As the drones’ hum rose like angry insects homing in on prey, I heard the low whoomp as the plasma rifle spat a gout of crackling energy. The rising hum faltered as Jahelia whooped and a wave of heat hit the back of my head. I braked, turning to see what had happened, and one of the drones slammed into an upright section of the ruins to my right. It exploded in a burst of black smoke, and chips of stone rained down on us.

The second drone banked up and away, to circle around and return for another run.

“Can we make the treeline?” Luta asked, brushing bits of stone and dust from her hair.

“Maybe.” Another collapsed building blocked the route I’d thought would give us a clear run to the trees, and I had to turn hard left to avoid the rubble. This put us on what might once have been a road, flanked on either side by buildings in various stages of decay. If I could get to an opening—

Sedmamin had gone strangely quiet, perhaps shocked into silence by the destruction of the drone. We sped among the ruins as the sound of the second drone returning reached us.

“Keep us steady. I’ll get this one too, Protectorate,” Jahelia Sord told me over her shoulder.

“Not sure what you mean by steady,” I replied. “This isn’t exactly the boulevard outside PrimeCorp Main. If I come to an opening on the right that might lead us to the treeline, I’m taking it. I’ll try to warn you.”

“Fair enough,” Jahelia said. “Captain, get ready to back me up if I miss. You might be able to drive it off while I recharge, which I’ll have to do after this shot.”

“I’ll try,” Luta said, but she sounded skeptical. “It would be better if you don’t miss.”

Jahelia Sord laughed, such an incongruous sound that even in the circumstances, I smiled.

The buzz of the drone rose, and we’d almost reached the end of the ruins. No opening had offered itself on the right, but the left-hand line of collapsed buildings ended abruptly up ahead. Going left would put us more in the open, but we wouldn’t be hemmed on both sides.

“Slow down, Protectorate,” Jahelia called to me over the rising sound. “I’ve got it lined up. Let it get closer.”

Sedmamin moaned wordlessly. I thought he must be back on the floor again.

“You sure?”

“Trust me.”

I didn’t want to, and yet, suddenly, I did trust her. At least in this. I eased off the accelerator and let the sandy, rock-studded ground pull at the wheels, slowing us.

A burst of dust and rock erupted from the ground a mere metre from the left front wheel, peppering me with debris. The drone was too close. “Take it out!”

“Closer . . . closer . . . almost,” Jahelia coaxed. I heard the whistle that signalled another projectile from the drone, and at the same time I felt the whoomp as Jahelia fired. The dark shape of the falling drone cast a shadow over the groundcar and I realized how incredibly close she’d let the thing get before taking her shot. I felt the impact of the missile as it hit the groundcar and heard the explosion of the drone at the same time.

“Merde,” I heard Jahelia Sord swear, just before the world exploded and everything went black.

 

WHEN I OPENED my eyes, I couldn’t see past the edge of the ruins. Smoke and dust hung in the air in all directions, slowly settling. I lay on my side, curled in an almost fetal position; I must have been trying to protect my head. The sky had darkened, but as I blinked debris away from my eyes I realized that airborne dust had blotted out the sun. A quick inventory, flexing muscles and moving my hands, arms, and legs in tiny increments, revealed nothing broken, and I sat up gingerly. My right sleeve felt sticky, glued to my skin with fresh blood. I pulled back the fabric and saw a long gash—probably from a piece of the shattered drone. The bleeding had already stopped, so my nanobioscavengers were working. I let the sleeve fall back into place. My laser pistol had landed only inches from my side, and I snatched it up with almost palpable relief.

Silence. No sound of drones. But nothing else, either.

Luta and Jahelia. And Sedmamin, although I didn’t care nearly as much about him. I felt an immediate jab of guilt for that thought, but it was the truth. They could have been thrown any distance when the drone hit us and the groundcar rolled. No wonder so much dust and smoke filled the air. I wished the wind would pick up and start clearing it away; I couldn’t see far in any direction. I risked a low call.

“Luta? Are you there?”

A low, smothered cough reached my ears. “Behind the wall. Sord’s here, too.”

But not answering for herself. Not good.

Keeping low, I scuttled toward my sister’s voice. The half-wall I guessed she meant was only metres away, and I covered the space with as much alacrity as I could, keeping the pistol in my hand. The ruined stones made crawling impossible unless I wanted to shred my knees and hands on the sharp edges. I got my feet under me and crab-walked as quietly as possible on the sliding shards and pebbles.

When I rounded the jagged end of the wall, I found Luta leaning with her back against the rubble. Dust and sand had smeared light streaks through her dark auburn hair, and smudged one cheek and her chin. Still, when she looked up and saw me, she smiled. The relief in her green eyes shone through the smoky air.

Jahelia Sord lay beside Luta, eyes closed, head pillowed on Luta’s rolled-up jacket. A dark red patch matted the hair on the left side of her head, but Luta said, “A cut, but not a bad one. Must have been a piece of flying stone. It’s clotted already, so I didn’t bother trying to clean it up any. Just start it bleeding again.”

I nodded. Luta’s weapon lay next to her knee, but I didn’t see the rifle Jahelia had carried.

I was struck again by the quiet. Only the soft settling of dust and debris filled the air around us. No sound of enemies approaching, on foot or overhead. For that I was profoundly grateful. A few moments to think, that was what we needed.

“What about you? Are you all right?” I asked Luta.

She grimaced. “My right ankle has seen better days, but hey, the nanobioscavs should be moving into position even as we speak, right?”

It was true, and I let myself breathe out a long slow breath.

In the moment, I’d been thinking the way I would if I had any of my usual companions with me—people without the benefit of microscopic internal surgeons ready to go to work and fix things. If I’d had any of my crew with me, a broken ankle would have been a real impediment. Luta, however, only needed some time. If Jahelia Sord’s injuries weren’t too severe, and Sedmamin was all right, we could get them back to the pickup spot.

“What about Sedmamin? Any sign of him?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t see him. I managed to drag Sord here so we’d have some cover, but the smoke was too thick.”

“Okej, this is a good place for you to hunker down and wait for the crew to come and get us,” I said. “You called them?”

Luta made a rueful face. “They should have been notified when I blacked out, thanks to a little something Baden set up in my implant a while back. I tried a direct call anyway. No response.”

“What?” I pulled back my sleeve and activated my implant; we’d synced it to the Tane Ikai’s comm system when I’d come on board. “Hirin? Baden? Anybody listening? We need immediate pickup.”

I waited, counting heartbeats, but there was no response. I frowned at Luta. “What’s wrong with it?”

She shrugged wearily. “Your guess is as good as mine. Something’s wrong with the ship and they can’t answer; our implants were damaged in the accident; something triggered a communications block on the planet or this area; maybe they hear us but we’re just not getting their response. Take your pick.”

“Doesn’t seem likely that both of our implants were damaged,” I said. “But maybe they’re on the way.”

“Maybe,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced. “I think we should proceed on the assumption that there’s no help coming from that quarter any time soon.”

“All right. I’ll look for Sedmamin.” I risked standing up for a look around.

The groundcar lay on its side ten metres from us. Two tires looked intact, the other two buried in the sand. It looked like the drone had hit the back end a glancing blow, so there was twisted metal and a hole where the storage compartment used to be. I thought we could probably get it moving again. Righting it on my own would be a challenge, but if we could get it upright, we might be able to drive out of here. The question, however, was where to go? On toward the mountain, or back to our rendezvous point? And would someone—Chron, PrimeCorp, or other unfriendlies—come looking and simply follow our tracks in the sand?

On the other hand, if we stayed here, they were just as likely to investigate. No good options.

I surveyed the area. The ruins were just that—ruined. They offered no place we could shelter under or inside. I might be able to rig up some kind of roof or shade if there was a tarp in the groundcar, but again, it would make us too obvious for anyone looking. I had to do better than that.

But first I had to find Sedmamin. Keeping low again, I scuttled over to the groundcar. If he’d been trapped underneath it, it wouldn’t be pretty.

Fortunately, he was on the other side, sprawled on his stomach, his injured arm flung out to the side. I watched for a moment, trying to decide if he was breathing, and saw his hand twitch. I crossed to him and knelt in the sand, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“Sedmamin,” I said. “Wake up. I want to get you out of the open.”

He groaned and moved his head. “Fek,” he managed. “I’m going to kill Sord for this.”

“Not her fault,” I said. “She probably saved all our lives.”

“Well, I want to kill someone,” he said, cradling his injured arm as he tried to get to a sitting position. “Maybe Regina Holles. If it wasn’t for her I wouldn’t even be here.”

I almost laughed, thinking what fun Regina, a zelendu master, would have physically kicking Sedmamin’s azeno, probably even with her broken leg. Keeping that to myself, I helped Sedmamin to his feet and led him, hunched over to protect his injured arm, to where Luta and Jahelia waited.

Should we still try to make the short trek to the forest and get in under its sheltering green canopy? The vegetation that sharply demarcated the edge of the desert was thick, verdant, and looked imposingly dense. We couldn’t guess what kind of wildlife it sheltered, or how deadly or unwelcoming it might be. Still, we did have weapons, and we’d be out of the sun and away from prying eyes.

And probably totally lost within hours.

Frustrated, I looked down at Luta. She’d closed her eyes. The pain in her ankle must be fierce, but she must have felt my eyes on her and looked up. She smiled.

“Pain’s already fading,” she said.

“You’ll feel better soon,” I said. Even though it hardly mattered now what he knew about us, I hesitated to mention the nanobioscavengers in front of Sedmamin. Old habits, I guess. I squatted beside her. She put a hand to my face gently, and when she took it away it was bloodied.

I put a hand where hers had been and felt the wet heat, although it already felt sticky, congealing. “Damne, I didn’t realize,” I said.

“Here.” She reached inside her jacket and pulled out the hem of her t-shirt, then ripped a strip free. She passed the makeshift cloth to me and I wiped and blotted my face as best I could. It stung a little, and more blood than I’d expected came away, so I had to imagine that mother’s little machines were hard at work in me, too.

I tried to hand the cloth back to Luta but she held up a hand. “Please,” she said with a smile that was only half grimace, “just keep it.”

I smiled back and pocketed it. “Now, as long as Sord’s injuries aren’t extensive,” I said, “we should be able to move her once you’re feeling stronger. Sedmamin can’t help much with that arm of his, but we can manage her together.”

Something passed over Luta’s face, a look I couldn’t parse.

“What?”

She pulled a sigh and looked at Sedmamin again, but he’d leaned his head back against the low wall and had his eyes closed. “We probably don’t have to worry about Sord,” she whispered.

“What? Why not?” I looked down at Jahelia in confusion. For a moment, I thought Luta meant the other woman had died, but the soft rise and fall of her chest was evident.

“Jahelia Sord has more in common with us than you’d think,” Luta said, still keeping her voice low. “Her father worked with Mother. She’s only a couple of years younger than we are. As in, actual age.”

I felt my throat go dry and tried to swallow, but it was as if I had taken in a mouthful of the dust and sand that swirled around us. We weren’t the only ones?

I’d encountered many things in my years at the Protectorate, things shocking, gruesome, frightening, unbelievable. But this made the world tilt. I felt my legs go watery and leaned a hand against the ruined half-wall, hoping Luta wouldn’t see.

“H—how did you find out?” I had to force my voice past what felt like a gritty blockage in my throat.

Luta looked out across the expanse of sand separating us from the trees. She shrugged. “She told me, when we were stranded in Otherspace. Her parents had them, too, and both died. Her mother first, and then her father. They didn’t have the same generation, the same prototype, and her father didn’t have the means to keep updating his research and creating new versions. Eventually they failed.”

I gestured to Jahelia. “What about hers?”

Luta looked down at the still-unconscious woman. “I think—and Mother thinks—she’s due for upgrades. Mother’s willing to provide them. But I haven’t convinced Jahelia yet that it’s necessary.” She quirked a smile. “She’s as stubborn as an Erian snowcat, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Before I could answer, Jahelia Sord’s dark brown eyes flickered open. “I’m right here, you know. Ouch. Merde, what’s wrong with my head?” Her hand came up to gingerly touch the matted spot. Luta reached out and caught her wrist.

“I think a piece of flying stone caught you there,” she said. “It’s probably healing now, because the bleeding stopped pretty quickly. But don’t touch it until we’re sure it’s closed, okej?”

Jahelia dropped her hand obediently.

“How do you feel, otherwise?” Luta asked her.

After a moment of cautious consideration, Jahelia said, “All right. Nothing feels broken or otherwise in need of repair.” She gasped. “Pita?”

Luta reached into the folds of the rolled-up jacket and pulled out the datapad. She handed it to Jahelia with a grin. “A few scratches, but she’s still functional.”

“I am, thank you, Captain,” Pita said.

Jahelia sat up and brushed dust and sand from her arms. “The more I encounter them, the more I think those Chron are complete bastardos.”

“Huh. You think the Chron are responsible for the drones? I thought it was PrimeCorp.”

“Seems to be less difference between them all the time.”

I held out a hand to her to help her to her feet. She hesitated for a heartbeat and then took it. After divesting herself of more accumulated dust and sand, she turned to offer Luta a hand.

“Not yet.” She pointed to her ankle. “I—twisted it, but it’s starting to feel a lot better now. Another half hour or so and I should be able to stand on it.”

Jahelia nodded and flicked her eyes toward Sedmamin. “Technology comes in handy at times like this,” she said.

“Have you had many times like this?” I heard myself ask.

She turned amused eyes on me and grinned. “More than you might imagine,” she said. “Maybe sometime I’ll tell you about them.”

I felt the beginnings of an inexplicable flush on the back of my neck and turned to look at the overturned groundcar. “We’re not getting a response from the ship. If that thing’s still usable, we could follow the treeline and see how close to the mountain it takes us. Might as well see what we can.”

She scanned the surroundings and considered the groundcar. “Not a bad idea. Can we flip it over?”

I’d thought Luta might help me, but Jahelia seemed just as capable. “Sure. Luta, you’re all right here for a minute?”

She grinned and lifted the laser pistol from the sand beside her, saluting me with it. “I’m not going anywhere. And I’ve got this. I’ll be fine.”

I stuck my own pistol in the waistband of my pants. The groundcar didn’t look any better than it had a few minutes ago, but I didn’t see any additional damage. We were fortunate that we’d all been thrown clear enough to avoid being crushed when it overturned. We trudged across to it, our feet sinking in the dislodged sand. The dust and smoke were clearing some and we had better visibility of the area around us.

When we reached the vehicle, I kicked dirt and sand away from the two buried tires. If they were busted, righting it wouldn’t help. Jahelia Sord walked in circles around the groundcar, head down to scan the ground. Looking for her lost rifle, I realized.

Luck was with us and the two exposed tires looked intact. “I think we’re good if we can turn it over,” I said. “Just be careful around the rear. Lot of sharp edges there.”

She abandoned her search and came over to me, taking up a position on the upper side of the vehicle and putting her hands on the roof edge. “Count of three?” she asked.

I nodded and made the count, and we pushed. The groundcar wobbled and lifted a bit, then settled back into the sand.

“Okay, that was just a test, right?” she said with a grin. “We can do better.”

“Of course, we can.”

I dug my feet into the soft ground for better purchase and counted again. This time it came up about halfway, but then slid away from us and we had to let it drop back.

“Bastardo!” Jahelia swore under her breath, then turned those brown eyes on me and grinned. “Swear a little yourself, it’s a great stress reliever. I’ll pretend I don’t hear if it makes you more comfortable.”

“We’ll get it this time,” I said. “Ready?”

“Whenever you are, Protectorate,” she said, rubbing the palms of her hands on the smudged and dirty thighs of her pants.

And this time we did make it, and the groundcar rose, teetered for a moment, and then tipped over onto all four wheels, landing with a little bounce. Sand poured from the side that had been half-buried, then trickled off.

I glanced over at Luta and she gave us the thumbs-up. She still wasn’t testing her ankle, which indicated unusual patience and good sense for my often impetuous sister. Either that, or it was still giving her a lot more pain than she was letting on, and the nanobioscavs were going to take longer to set her right.

Jahelia Sord walked slowly around the groundcar, inspecting it. “Banged up some, but it doesn’t look too bad,” she said. “If it starts.”

“One way to find out.” I climbed inside as Jahelia began kicking through the sand where the groundcar had lain—still looking for her rifle, I assumed. The electric motor hummed to life after only a slight delay, and I turned to catch Jahelia grinning at me. In her hand, she held the missing rifle.

“Maybe our luck is changing,” she said, and swung herself up into the seat beside me.

“It’ll have to change a whole hell of a lot,” I said.

“Then it’s a good thing I found my lucky gun,” she said.

“Didn’t you just get that out of the weapons locker on the ship before we came down here?” I asked.

“Doesn’t mean it’s not lucky,” she said, and had the audacity to wink at me. “Let’s go collect your sister and Sedmamin, and see what’s inside that mountain.”
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I GRITTED MY teeth as the groundcar lurched across a particularly rock-strewn stretch of sandy earth. I wasn’t letting on to the others, but my ankle throbbed alarmingly even as my nanobioscavengers worked (I hoped) to heal the break. It must have been bad, because usually the small amounts of chemical nerve-blockers they’ll construct are enough to reduce the pain to manageable levels. I tried to ignore it and keep my eyes on all sides, watching for more drone attackers.

Alin Sedmamin grunted in the back seat beside me as the groundcar hit another half-buried obstacle and bounced on its tires.  He cradled his injured arm, even though it still bore the yellow plasticast. “Must we go this fast?” he snapped at Lanar. It was a ridiculous question, but pain made his voice harsh.

My brother didn’t answer, but Jahelia Sord turned to look at Sedmamin over her shoulder. “Unless you can guarantee that there aren’t anymore drone surprises waiting for us, I don’t think we want to hang out here in the open.”

Sedmamin didn’t answer, just pressed his lips together and didn’t meet Jahelia’s eyes. I expected this was all quite a kick in the teeth for him, to learn that there were so many things PrimeCorp had done without his knowledge, even though he’d ostensibly been the head of the entire corporation. If I believed him about his ignorance. I wasn’t entirely sure.

One way to find out, I thought. “So, you didn’t know anything about this base?” I asked him over the jouncing of the groundcar.

“Not until recently,” he said, and his voice held a grim simmer of anger.

“But you must have known PrimeCorp had a big secret,” I pressed.

He barked a laugh. “Everything at PrimeCorp was a big secret,” he said. “Even I didn’t know how big.”

“But the collaboration with the Chron?” I said, as the green of the forest flashed by to our right. “That’s huge. I don’t see how you couldn’t have known about that.”

Sedmamin kept his eyes on the mountain ahead of us. “Not all that long ago I learned we had some Chron tech. That sometimes we could get something from it, reverse engineer some ‘innovation’ and pass it off as original work. But PrimeCorp had that project underway long before I came on the scene, remember. I was told it was technology or artifacts that we’d acquired during the Chron War, and simply never reported to the Nearspace Authority. Questionable, but nothing to get too excited about.”

He looked at me. I shrugged. “The Authority might disagree with that, but compared to some of the things PrimeCorp has done, failing to report spoils of war is tame.”

Sedmamin went on. “That sector operated entirely separate from the rest of the corporation, and that’s the way it had always been. They were described as a research branch, and there was the understanding that what they ‘researched’ was old Chron technology. But I realize now that anyone who got too interested was quietly diverted until they lost interest. I think that being Chairman looked like the top job at PrimeCorp, but it was still far below these people. They held the single most important asset and secret the corporation had, and they protected it against everyone else.”

There was a sharp, bitter edge to his voice that surprised me. But Alin Sedmamin prided himself on being a master manipulator. It must have been the most bitter pill imaginable to realize he had been the one manipulated. That he wasn’t trusted with the most vital secret of the corporation he fondly thought he controlled.

I almost felt sorry for him.

We stopped talking as the mountain loomed closer and Lanar slowed the groundcar. Everyone was on the alert now, listening for the low hum of more drones and watching for movement ahead of us or behind. Even the dense forest felt like it held many eyes silently watching us.

“No tracks along this trail,” Lanar said over his shoulder, addressing all of us. “No recent groundcars, or footprints, or any other kind of vehicle or movement from this direction.”

“Maybe the entrance isn’t on this side,” Jahelia said.

“No,” I said, pointing ahead. “There it is.” I’d just seen it, in a dark recess under an enormous overhang of rock. A giant entry door. No detail at this distance, but it was tall and too smooth to be a natural rock face. Metal, painted to blend in with the mountain. “Look how well that would be hidden from above, too. You’d never notice it unless you were down here on the ground.”

Lanar brought the groundcar to a halt and flipped open the console between the two front seats. He rummaged inside and brought out a miraculously undamaged zoomlens. He studied the mountain through it for a moment and then handed it over to Jahelia. I tried not to feel wounded that he hadn’t offered it to me first.

“It’s a door, all right,” he said, moving the groundcar forward again and steering us over to run right along the edge of the forest. Any advanced surveillance would see us, but more casual scrutiny might not. “And there are tracks in front. Can’t tell how recent they are.”

Jahelia put the zoomlens up to her eye again. “Not long ago. The wind would have scoured them away with all this loose sand and dust.”

I looked a question at Sedmamin and he raised his eyebrows. “Really, I don’t know,” he said. “If there are recent tracks, I guess we’re in the right place. There was nothing in the files to indicate that whatever was here had been moved.”

Pita confirmed, “No, there was nothing like that. I mean, we had to figure out that the references in the files even were about a secret base, so it’s not like they were going out of their way to record everything. But if they noted these coordinates, then it makes sense that if they’d moved, they would have recorded those coordinates, too.”

“Unless this base was discovered, and they didn’t want to take any chance with the next one,” Lanar mused.

“Well, we’re not going to find out anything sitting here. Just stay alert, the closer we get,” I said. My ankle still throbbed, making me cranky, and I didn’t feel like getting blown up twice in one day. I glanced at the sky. Still no word from the Tane Ikai. I didn’t want to think about their silence, or why they weren’t already here. When I’d been knocked unconscious by PrimeCorp operatives on the planet Rhea, the little monitor that Baden had surreptitiously installed in my ID implant had alerted the ship right away and the crew had come to rescue me. I’d certainly been knocked out in the drone explosion. Had the ship not received the same message this time?

I pushed these worrisome thoughts away and concentrated on the mountain looming ahead of us as we sped along in the shadow of the forest.

Nothing seemed to notice us. Not while we kept to the treeline, not when we stopped to study the mountain from a mere hundred metres away. Not when, throwing caution to the winds, we drove the groundcar under the canopy of trees for cover, and left it to creep cautiously on foot to that big camouflaged door. I was still limping, but the painkiller function had finally kicked in. I could put almost my full weight on the ankle now, so maybe it hadn’t been broken.

The lack of security around the presumed base was puzzling. The two drones that had attacked us had been high-tech defence, although I’d assumed that they were being controlled by an actual person who had us on a screen somewhere. It was possible, I thought now, they’d been completely automated, programmed to attack intruders who crossed some invisible line and to follow certain assault paths until either the intruders or the drones were destroyed. If the base was still operative, it didn’t feel like enough security.

We stood just out of sight of the doors, clinging close to the rocky side of the mountain. Sedmamin’s annoyance had turned to agitation. “This doesn’t feel right,” he’d said as we got closer to the mountain with no sign of further interference. “They wouldn’t do this—leave it unguarded. It must be a trap.”

Jahelia shook her head and murmured, “You’re looking at it the wrong way around. If this is a PrimeCorp installation, and they’re working with the Chron, who do they need to protect it from?”

Lanar nodded. “Because no-one else from Nearspace was ever able to get here before this—”

“And presumably there’s no need to protect it from their business partners, the Chron. If there are no other known races that even come to this system, then what’s the point in having resources dedicated to security?”

“But what about the drones?” Sedmamin asked. “They were pretty determined to stop us.”

Jahelia shrugged. “Insurance. If someone did stumble in here by accident—someone they didn’t want snooping around—the drones are a good deterrent. And a good early warning system. They were probably programmed to deploy if anyone approached the mountain from any direction and got close enough.”

I peered around an outcrop of rock to look up at the big double doors. They were as tall as those on the Tane Ikai’s cargo pod bays and almost as wide. Something big could move in and out of here. The sandy ground in front looked windswept, but crisscrossed by discernible wheel tracks. Some of the loose rock and sand almost looked as though it had been kicked around in a scuffle, but that might be just my imagination. The overhang of rough stone felt very heavy, looming twenty feet above our heads. It protruded far out over the doors at its thickest point, casting the area below into heavy shadow even in the bright sunshine of the day.

“So, if the drones are an early warning system—how come no-one has been warned?”

Jahelia shouldered her plasma rifle. “That’s the next question,” she said. “And the answer is behind these doors.”

“All right, let’s have a look,” Lanar said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out something small, which he clipped to the lapel of his jacket. “Just so you all know, I’m recording what happens from here on in.” Then he stepped around to survey the front of the doors. “Control panel on the right-hand side,” he reported. “Looks like standard PrimeCorp technology. Sedmamin, Sord, this might be why we brought you along,” he said, throwing a grin back at us.

“There are lots of reasons you brought me along,” Jahelia said, “and most of them are more important and interesting than opening doors. But I’ll give it a try if you say please.”

“Let Sedmamin give it a try first,” Lanar said. “And we’ll save your talents for later.”

Jahelia grinned at Lanar and I felt a little off-balance. Were they flirting with each other?

“This is not going to work,” Sedmamin said, but he followed Lanar over to the control panel. A red light burned weakly above a biometric pad and an implant reader. He stood looking at the implant reader for a long moment, and I could guess what he was thinking. Using that reader might alert PrimeCorp immediately where he was, whether the panel allowed him to open the door or not. Using it could be a big risk.

“You can let Jahelia try first,” I told him.

He sighed. “No use. I don’t think the clearances I set up for her would work here—since I didn’t even know that this existed. I’m doubtful even mine will, but I suppose it’s worth a try. They might have been lazy and just copied permissions wholesale.” He met my gaze. “Just remember that you’re supposed to protect me, all right?”

“I’ll do everything I can.”

“All right then.” He held his forearm against the implant reader and the red light began a slow blink. Then he put his index finger into the biometric reader, all the way to the second knuckle. The red light shifted to yellow and blinked faster. I don’t know about anyone else, but I held my breath.

The light flashed green and an audible clunk sounded somewhere inside. With a whoosh of air like a quick intake of breath, the doors parted and began to slide sideways into the mountainside.

 

I DON’T THINK any of us really expected it to work. Sedmamin started visibly when the doors parted, and Jahelia hefted her plasma rifle to an easier firing position. Lanar pulled the pistol from the back of his waistband.

No alarms sounded; no-one appeared in the doorway.

“This is weird,” Jahelia said. “I don’t trust it.”

“Me neither,” I said. “Stay put for a minute.” Even though the ship still hadn’t responded to my earlier messages, I sent another one, letting them know we were heading inside the mountain. Just in case they were receiving.

“That’s all we can do,” I said. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

The space beyond the doors looked like an abandoned loading dock. Dimly lit, the room was a couple of stories tall and perhaps twenty metres square. On the back wall, another implant reader guarded a second set of doors as tall as the outer ones. A few large pieces of machinery sat idle next to the walls, and the concrete floor bore multiple greasy-looking stains. Despite the meagre tracks or markings in the sand outside, there were plenty in here. Groundcars and other vehicles had moved about, been parked, and come and gone, leaving their marks on the floor. Likewise, many booted feet.

“They go to a lot of trouble to erase most of the evidence of activity outside,” Lanar said.

“Or it’s easily swept away by the wind,” I said. “It’s the same question as the security—why go to any trouble at all when there’s little likelihood of anyone finding the place?”

Jahelia had the rifle up, sighting around the room, but the place was quite empty. “Will we see what’s behind the next door? Not much happening here.”

Sedmamin stared around the space with a look of mild distaste. I imagined that as Chairman, he’d rarely had occasion to visit dirty rooms where physical work happened.

Then I started to notice things I hadn’t before. “Lanar, Jahelia,” I said in a quiet voice, “take a close look around this room and tell me what you see?”

Jahelia frowned at me but swung her head around, looking the room over. “Huh,” she said.

One of the vehicles had a shattered windscreen, cracks spiderwebbing out from a central hole. Another had a similarly damaged side window. One rested on a flat tire. Looking up from some shards of glass on the sand-strewn floor, I saw why the lighting was low—several of the HPS lights had been damaged.

“Look at this,” Lanar said, and knelt to touch a fresher-looking stain on the floor. His fingers came away stained sticky and dark.

“Blood?”

He nodded. “Looks like PrimeCorp should have spent more on security after all.”

Lanar’s discovery lent the quiet a suddenly discomfiting edge.

Wordlessly we followed Lanar and Jahelia to the doors at the back of the space. Jahelia stepped aside and motioned Sedmamin to the implant reader with a flourish. “Do the honours, Chairman.”

Sourly, Sedmamin repeated the ritual that had opened the outer doors. The lights went through their sequence again, but this time continued to flash yellow, never moving to green. A screen glowed to life, with six input blocks. Sedmamin stared at it.

Lanar looked at me and I shrugged. “Higher security for this door? Any PrimeCorp ID might get you in the front door, but you need top clearance to go further?”

“Sounds likely. Chairman, you have a guess?”

He frowned at the input screen. “Six-digit codes are not a norm. All PrimeCorp passcodes are either five or twelve.”

Jahelia said, “What about that gadget Baden gave you? Just because it didn’t work on the drones doesn’t mean it’s useless.”

Damne. I’d hoped no-one was going to ask about that. I shook my head. “Crushed in the accident. I left the remains back there.”

Jahelia frowned. “I might have been able to do something with it.”

“You didn’t see it. It was smashed beyond recognition. A section of the drone landed on it.”

“All right,” Lanar said. He turned to Jahelia. “Anything your AI friend can do here?”

She pursed her lips. “Pita? I doubt it.”

“Hey!” Pita piped up. “I resent that.”

“Oh, calm down. I just meant that if my clearance is no good—”

“But you didn’t download all those tip-top-top-secret files into your memory, did you?” the AI asked with a definite smugness. “I’ve actually compiled a database of codes, passwords, and data fragments that might be access codes, from those files. So, you might at least let me make the attempt.”

Jahelia rolled her eyes. “Okej, okej. You’re not contractually obliged to live up to your name.”

Lanar and Sedmamin looked blank, but I knew Pita’s name was an acronym for pain-in-the-ass. That wasn’t what made me smile, though. It was how irritating Jahelia Sord obviously found the AI, especially considering that it was based on her own personality.

“Try this,” Pita said, and rhymed off a six-digit alphanumeric string. Sedmamin keyed it in, in case there was a biometric aspect to the keypad and it was reading his fingerprint as well.

Nothing happened.

Pita offered a second code, but it bore no better results.

“How about this one, then?”

Sedmamin huffed but punched in the six digits.

This time a deep boom echoed from the other side of the doors, and like the first set, they parted in the centre. Still no alarms sounded and the place remained deserted of everyone but us.

“This is eerie,” Lanar said, and I had to agree.

But sheer awe replaced the mystery of the situation when we moved carefully to the opening in the doors and looked into the room beyond. It lay in darkness, but as we moved cautiously through the open doors, motion-activated lights sprang to life around the room, illuminating the looming dark shape within. I heard Lanar suck in a whistling breath between his teeth.

It was a Chron ship.

It stood on an open grid metal platform perhaps six feet above the floor of the cavern, some of the high-powered lights trained directly on it. A single-pilot fighter from the Chron War era—Cerevare Brindlepaw had shown us images of ships from the time, when she travelled with us. It was not completely intact—parts of the fuselage had been removed, exposing the inner workings of the craft, and the body of the ship itself had been separated into three segments; nose, midsection, and aft. Scattered around the room were diagnostic consoles, minutely dismantled electronics, and piles of other mechanical parts that could only have come from the inside of the ship.

“Merde,” Jahelia Sord said, a hint of admiration in her voice. “They had a Chron ship, and they took it apart.”

“Had it for a long time,” Lanar said. “This is a relic from the Chron War.”

We moved toward it with halting steps, awed by the sheer improbability of its presence. Sedmamin stopped at a distance from the ship, glaring at it with his hands on his hips. I could guess what he was thinking—this should have been his secret. Jahelia crossed to a nearby computer console, intent, I guessed, on finding out what data it held. But Lanar and I both kept going, to stand beside the section of fuselage on the floor. Lanar put a hesitant hand on the sleek metal.

“This is a piece of Nearspace history,” he said, and I nodded.

“The Chron War always seemed so long ago,” I said, “but lately I feel like it’s been running to catch up with us.”

“I think it’s been closer than we thought for a long time. Now we have to make sure it doesn’t catch up.”

“This data goes back . . . decades,” Jahelia said. I glanced over and saw that she had her datapad—and therefore, Pita—sitting on the console. No doubt the AI had helped her gain access. Sometimes I thought Pita could be the most dangerous thing PrimeCorp had ever produced, and they didn’t even know it.

“Copy what you can,” Lanar said. “I’m going to get a closer look.” He pulled himself up onto the platform and peered into the cockpit of the ship.

I caught Sedmamin’s eye and he shook his head vehemently. “No. I did not know.”

I believed him.

But while Lanar and Jahelia were distracted by our findings, I noted that there were two more doors at the back of the room. I didn’t think we should ignore them.

“Give me your laser pistol,” I said to Jahelia.

“What makes you think I have one?”

I simply looked at her, and she grinned and pulled it from her boot, handing it over without further comment. With it in hand, I went to the leftmost door and listened at it. Only silence. Carefully, I put a hand on the handle and eased it open. A light clicked on and startled me, but it revealed only the stark utility of a washroom. The room was empty of inhabitants and I relaxed.

I closed the door as Lanar jumped down from the platform with a rueful grin. “Sorry, I got a little swept away by the past, there,” he said. “Good thing you’re still thinking.”

I was about to suggest we check the other door when it opened and a voice stopped us in our tracks.

“Admiral Mahane, how nice of you to drop by. And you brought the traitor with you.” Admiral Antar Mauronet stepped into the room and shut the other door behind him. More shocking than his sudden appearance and the wild, almost manic look on his face was the handgun he held, trained directly at Alin Sedmamin.

 

I WISHED I’D stayed behind the shadowed tail of the Chron ship a moment longer. 

“Admiral Mauronet,” Lanar said easily, although I knew his mind must, like mine, be racing. Where had the admiral come from, and what was he doing here? Was he responsible for the damage—and the spilled blood—in the outer room?

“Good to see you in one piece,” Lanar continued. “You followed that Chron ship into this system?”

“Lower your weapon,” Mauronet said, ignoring Lanar. I realized he was looking directly at Jahelia.

“I don’t think so,” she said lazily. She still stood beside the computer console, but her plasma rifle was up and pointed directly at the admiral. “I don’t know you or what you’re doing here, so I think a nice safe standoff is how we’ll play this for now.”

“Was there anyone here when you arrived?” Lanar continued, as if the little by-play between Mauronet and Jahelia hadn’t happened.

“Just some technicians,” Mauronet snapped. “I’ve put them all in detention until I can figure out what’s going on here. PrimeCorp has a lot to answer for.” He spoke to Lanar, but he kept his eyes on Jahelia.

“Where’s your crew?” Lanar asked. He hadn’t moved, just stood casually where he’d stopped, but he still held his own laser pistol—he’d had it out since before we entered the outer room. He’d relaxed his arm so that hand hung just a little toward the back of his leg, making the gun less obvious from where Mauronet stood.

Mauronet motioned with his head to door he’d just come through. “I have officers guarding the detainees in the offices back there. I sent the ship on a scouting mission to look for a way back to Nearspace. Can’t get the wormhole to open with a standard skip drive. They’ll be back soon to get us,” he said, eyeing Lanar coldly. “What are you doing here, in a secret base filled with illegally held technology, and him?”

Sedmamin said in a voice tinged with desperation, “I didn’t know about this part of it, Antar. The Chron part. You must realize that.”

Wait, Antar? Sedmamin had called Mauronet by his first name. They knew each other?

Lanar must have been as taken aback as I was, but he said, “It’s true. He wasn’t responsible for any of this. He’s here on the orders of Fleet Command, assisting us in a reconnaissance mission.”

“Fleet Command,” Mauronet snorted, walking a little closer to Sedmamin. Jahelia followed him with her weapon. “Regina Holles, I suppose you mean. You know what this looks like to me, Admiral? It looks like maybe I wasn’t the only one who put my trust in the wrong place.”

Lanar shot a glance at Sedmamin, but his face revealed nothing. “I don’t know what you mean, Mauronet.”

“I could take him out,” I heard Jahelia whisper, just barely loud enough to be heard. I was sure Lanar caught it, but Mauronet probably did, too. If so, he ignored it.

Lanar shook his head minutely but didn’t look her way.

“PrimeCorp screwed us both over, Antar,” Sedmamin said. “They were dealing with the Chron behind our backs.”

Mauronet spat on the concrete floor. “I figured that out when the PrimeCorp ship came out of the wormhole with two Chron. And messaged me to help them! After all the risks I took—”

Lanar twitched as if something physical had hit him. “You. You were the mole in the Protectorate,” he said in a flat voice. “The one who was leaking information to PrimeCorp.”

“He thought what many in Nearspace think,” Sedmamin said. “That the Worlds Council is ineffective and doesn’t get things done, and that if PrimeCorp was in control of Nearspace it would be better for everyone.”

“But you didn’t know they were in league with the Chron,” Lanar said.

“Shut up, traitor,” Mauronet told Sedmamin in a growl. “I should shoot you right now.”

“I did not know about the Chron,” Sedmamin said slowly. “I’m here trying to help stop this.”

Lanar had recovered his equilibrium. He spoke to Mauronet in an artificially friendly voice. “Look, Mauronet, we don’t like each other very much, but we’re both loyal to Nearspace. Let’s concentrate on getting back there in one piece and then we can sort out all the rest. Were any of your crew wounded? We saw blood in the outer room.”

“No-one was wounded but the PrimeCorp traitors,” Mauronet snarled. But he wouldn’t be so easily distracted. “And why should I believe you? You’re not even in uniform. Sneaking around with that sister of yours, just one step short of a criminal. Maybe not even a step.”

Lanar tensed at that, but kept his head. He and I—and Jahelia—might heal quickly, but we could still be killed if Mauronet decided to shoot. And Sedmamin was the most vulnerable. Our best chance was to keep Mauronet talking.

“You’ll have to prove that,” I said, to give Lanar time to think, “or I’ll see you in court back in Nearspace. That sounds like slander to me.”

Mauronet didn’t have a chance to respond because the right-hand door in the back wall opened and two Protectorate officers, a man and a Vilisian woman, emerged and closed the door behind them. At this distance, I couldn’t see their starburst pins well enough to determine their rank, but they took only a few steps toward Mauronet until they followed his gaze and saw us.

“I’d stop right about there,” Jahelia said. “Your Admiral is having a chat with our Admiral, and it’s all nice and cozy so far.”

“Admiral?” one of them said uncertainly.

“Are the prisoners secure?” Mauronet barked at them.

“Yes, sir,” the woman answered. “But the injured one needs medical assistance. We heard voices and thought the ship—”

They must be waiting to hear from the Dorland the same way we were waiting to hear from the Tane Ikai. I wondered if the two ships had possibly encountered each other, and felt suddenly glad I’d left Yuskeya on board. At least we had a Protectorate presence up there.

“Not yet,” Mauronet snapped. “Get back in there with the prisoners. I can manage out here.”

The male officer looked askance at the four of us, two obviously armed, and then at Mauronet. He was severely overmatched if we chose to make this violent, and they could see it. Then he looked sharply at Lanar. “Admiral Mahane?”

“Commander Yu, isn’t it?” Lanar returned.

“Yes, sir! Good to see you, sir!” He stared at Lanar now as if he were trying to convey a very important silent message.

“Admiral Mauronet, will the Admiral and his companions be making camp with us while we wait for the Dorland?” he asked carefully.

“What?” Mauronet seemed about to explode, then went suddenly quiet. “Yes, of course, Commander. You’re quite right. They should stay here until the Dorland arrives.”

“We’re just waiting for my ship as well,” I said, “but they’ve been out of communication. I’m starting to wonder if signals off or to the planet are being blocked. Could we question your prisoners about that? They may know if it’s a security measure.”

Mauronet’s face became crafty. “I’m afraid I can’t allow civilians to interact with the prisoners,” he said, “but I will see what they have to say about this.” He pointed at Sedmamin. “Alin. Come with me.”

Sedmamin spluttered. Mauronet waggled the gun at him.

“Go ahead,” Lanar told him. “The Admiral is not going to harm you.”

“No,” Mauronet said, “We’re old friends, Alin and I. Commander Yu, Lieutenant Merlian, stay with our visitors until I return. They’re not to leave,” he said sternly. Motioning Sedmamin ahead of him, he kept one eye on us as they moved toward the door at the back where the other officers had emerged. Sedmamin opened the door and passed through, but Mauronet paused. “Oh, stand down,” he told Jahelia in an exasperated voice. “My officers aren’t going to harm you.” Then he turned and followed Sedmamin out of sight. The door closed behind them.

Immediately, Yu strode over to Lanar and said urgently, “Admiral Mahane, I need to lodge a formal report concerning Admiral Mauronet.”

Lanar held up a hand. “Commander, I think perhaps it’s not necessary. Has he been like this for long?”

“Ever since we encountered those ships that came through the Split—the Chron and the PrimeCorp corvette. We followed the last Chron ship through to this system, and took it out. Then the Admiral discovered we couldn’t activate the wormhole back to Nearspace with our skip drive,” the Vilisian officer said rapidly in a low voice. “At first he acted as if the Engineering crew were to blame for that—like they had sabotaged the drive or were lying about it not working. I managed to talk him down. Then he ordered thorough scans of this planet. He was convinced the Chron must have a base here. Eventually we noticed movement in this area. He sent the Commander off to look for other wormholes while he brought a dozen of us down here with him to investigate.”

“You have a ship down here?” Lanar asked.

The Vilisian officer, Merlian, nodded. “A shuttle, about a mile west. Five crew still there, five in back with the techs, and the two of us.”

“We came from the opposite direction,” I said. “Did you encounter security drones?”

Yu nodded. “We took down two of them. But the actual security here wasn’t very tight. We pretty much just walked into the base. No real security forces, only technicians. There was a scuffle, but they weren’t prepared to put up much of a fight.”

“And not very many of them,” Merlian added. “Only seven. The techs say the operation here is being phased out.”

“You mentioned an injured technician—how bad is it?” I asked. If Yuskeya were nearby, or a medic from the Dorland, they could treat it.

Yu and Merlian glanced at each other. “There are actually several injured, but the worst—the admiral shot him in the leg,” Yu said. “The man was unarmed. Mauronet admitted he did it more to get everyone’s attention than anything else. He’s—he’s really not himself.”

And that was enough for a court-martial, I thought. I glanced at Lanar and caught his eye, and an unspoken acknowledgment passed between us. Suddenly, this had turned into a rescue mission. We had to get ourselves, Mauronet’s crew, and his “prisoners” out of here in one piece.

 

 


Chapter 23 – Lanar 
Duty and Honour

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IT WAS TEMPTING to get Luta and the others out of the base while Mauronet was in the back with his “prisoners.” The man had obviously suffered a break with reality. Fortunately, Yu and Merlian recognized the situation for what it was—otherwise it might have been easy for Mauronet to sow doubt in the minds of some about my peculiar circumstances.

But I didn’t feel right leaving Sedmamin, and I doubted Luta would agree to do that. She’d made promises, and she wouldn’t abandon them. I also didn’t want Mauronet to come after us—we were still stranded until the Tane Ikai showed up. And if I needed another reason, I had a duty not to abandon Mauronet’s crew if their commanding officer had become unreliable.

So, before Mauronet could return, I turned to Luta and Jahelia. “I have to help out here.”

“That guy’s gone freneza,” Jahelia said bluntly, retrieving Pita from the computer console. “I don’t trust him for a second. We should get out of here while we can.”

“No, Lanar’s right,” Luta said. “I can’t abandon Sedmamin, and if Mauronet’s gone over the edge, we can’t leave his crew and those technicians. We have to help them get control of the Dorland.”

Yu looked uncomfortable. “This sounds like mutiny.”

I shook my head. “Mauronet’s judgement is impaired. It isn’t mutiny to remove an officer who’s become unfit for duty.”

We stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment. Yu and Merlian shared a glance. “Sir,” Yu said finally, “something else. Admiral Mauronet ordered the destruction of that PrimeCorp corvette. We were both on the bridge at that time.”

I nodded. “It was attacking our ships. You did nothing wrong in carrying out his orders.”

“But you had asked him not to do that.”

“I wanted to disable it and question the crew,” I confirmed. “But I’m not your Admiral’s commanding officer. It was his call.”

Merlian appeared to come to a decision. “He received a very strange message from that ship, Admiral, before he ordered us to go after it. It made him very angry. He muttered something about being ‘betrayed after all I’ve done for them.’ We didn’t understand it, but we didn’t question.” She looked down at her hands. “Perhaps we should have.”

I couldn’t berate them for following orders like good Protectorate officers, but this only confirmed Mauronet’s involvement with PrimeCorp. “Well, all we can do now is face this head-on. We should go and speak with the Admiral—and it would be a good idea if your crew mates in the back were present as well.”

“More witnesses,” Jahelia agreed with a lupine grin.

At that moment, the lights winked out and an alarm klaxon began to wail. The lights blinked back on, but now they were red. Almost as one, we ran for the door through which Mauronet had taken Sedmamin.

The room beyond was large, housing multiple computer consoles and work stations. A long bench covered with electronics stood against the back wall. The room was crowded, with three Protectorate officers and four others I assumed must be some of the PrimeCorp technicians packed into the small space. One woman had an arm in a makeshift sling and was shouting something at one of the officers, and a man tugged and pounded at a door on the left-hand wall. Almost everyone was yelling. Mauronet and Sedmamin were not in the room.

“Atenton!” I commanded, and the Protectorate officers focused on me. “Where are the others?”

The officer at whom the injured woman had been shouting saluted me and said, “Admiral. Two officers and two prisoners downstairs in the living quarters. Admiral Mauronet and a man who looked like Alin Sedmamin took another tech and went into the control room.” He gestured over his shoulder to the door the technician was trying to open, then pointed to the angry woman. “She says we should evacuate. The alarm—”

The woman cut him off. “That alarm means a self-destruct sequence has been started,” she said. Her eyes flicked over me. She didn’t look impressed. “If you’re really Protectorate, you need to make them listen. We really don’t have much time.”

 

IT DIDN’T SURPRISE me that PrimeCorp would make plans to cover their tracks by destroying the evidence.  If the woman was telling the truth, we needed to get out of here quickly.

“Luta, you and this officer get everyone from downstairs,” I said. They nodded and moved toward an open door on the right-hand wall. Steps led down to a lower floor. “Jahelia—”

“I’ll get that other door open,” she said, and without waiting, pushed past the bodies in her way, shoving the frantic technician away from the door. Foregoing the plasma rifle, for which I was glad, she pulled a smaller weapon from a pocket in her jacket.

I turned my attention back to the woman. “Can you stop it?”

“If I can get in there, maybe,” she said, pointing to the door Jahelia was planning to open. “Maybe not.”

“All right. You’re with me. Commander Yu, get the rest of these people out of here,” I told him. “Head east, there are ruins that might provide some shelter.” Without waiting for his reply, I followed Jahelia. If he was behind that door, I wanted Mauronet. The klaxon continued to blare.

Jahelia aimed at the door handle and turned her head away. I put a hand up to shield my eyes, and the weapon spat a gout of energy. Jahelia lifted one booted foot and kicked the door, hard. Metal squealed and bent. The door flew open.

The room beyond was smallish, holding only a traditional desk and a corner computer console. Other than that, it was empty. Another door in the back corner was closed.

“Fek,” Jahelia swore. She blasted the door, but it was tougher than the one she’d just kicked in. Likely it led to the outside, although there must be at least a short tunnel into the mountain to reach it.

The female technician had followed us in and bent over the console. Her fingers skidded over the screen, and she swore under her breath. After a moment, she stood back. “It’s locked down,” she said. “I can’t stop it. I bought us some extra time, but we have to move.”

“How much time?”

She chewed her lip. “Maybe fifteen minutes.”

Behind us, Lieutenant Merlian called, “Admiral, we have everyone upstairs and heading out.”

Jahelia aimed another shot at the door, to no more effect than the first.

“Leave it,” I told her, putting a hand on her arm. “We’ll get them outside.”

She glared at me for an instant, then relented. “All right, let’s go.”

The nameless technician had already left the room, hurrying past the derelict Chron ship toward the large entry doors. Everyone else had gained the outer room. I caught up to the woman and asked over the strident call of the alarm, “Is there a comm shield over this area? We haven’t been able to reach our ship—”

She was already nodding. “I’ll shut it off at the door.” She glanced over her shoulder at the rooms we were leaving behind. “Bastardo. All my stuff is still back there. And all my work—”

The alarm continued to scream and we hurried on. Ahead of us, Luta and the others broke into the sunlight and turned east. Yu and another officer carried a man between them on their shoulders, the bandage around his leg evident. I felt a surge of rage at Mauronet. He had no business taking matters here into his own hands. I’d catch up to him. And when I did—

The woman ahead of us stopped outside the main doorway, at the keypad where Sedmamin had first put in his code. She punched numbers and turned to me. “That should take down the comm block,” she said, then went after the others.

A distant whine filled the air and I spun around, seeking the source. A blur of motion to the west side of the mountain caught my attention. A wheeled vehicle much like the groundcar hurtled away from the base.

Jahelia heard it too, and saw what I saw. She squinted. “Three inside, I think. He took Sedmamin and the tech with him. Making for the Dorland’s shuttle?”

I didn’t answer, just turned and ran to where we’d left the groundcar from the Tane Ikai. Luta was there, helping the injured technician into a seat, but I called, “No, I need it! I’m going after Mauronet!”

Luta looked up, startled, then nodded. She and Yu helped the man out again.

“He’s headed for the Dorland’s shuttle, but the comm block should be down,” I told her. “Get the ship down here. Tell Yuskeya what happened. Maybe she can raise the Dorland and tell them about the Admiral. You get to the treeline and make for the ruins. Any cover you can find.”

Her green eyes were bright with worry. “What if it blows? You’ll be out in the open.”

“I don’t know what to expect. Just get to whatever protection you can find. I’m going to get Sedmamin.” And take down Mauronet, I thought, but didn’t say.

Luta read it anyway. Her eyes hardened. “Stay safe,” was all she said.

When I turned around, Jahelia was already in the groundcar. She raised her eyebrows as if to say, did you really expect anything else?

I hadn’t. At least she’d had the decency to let me drive.

 

THE GROUNDCAR JOUNCED crazily over the uneven terrain, engine roaring. It wasn’t made for high-speed, off-road pursuit. “Think he’ll make the shuttle before we catch him?” Jahelia asked. I didn’t have an answer for her. The PrimeCorp vehicle he’d commandeered seemed evenly matched with the groundcar for speed.

“I’m more worried about his crew and what they’ll do,” I said, letting the groundcar drift to the right a bit to avoid the worst of the dust trail Mauronet’s vehicle kicked up. “If he didn’t have Sedmamin I’d think seriously about letting him go and catching up to him later.”

“No, you wouldn’t, Protectorate,” Jahelia said with a sidelong glance at me. “You’d still be leaving the rest of his crew in danger. That would go against your sense of honour and duty.”

“What do you know about my sense of honour and duty?”

“Enough. I was in the Protectorate akademio for three years, remember,” she said. “You lasted long enough to make Admiral. You’re either completely corrupt and bought your way to the top, or you have a highly-developed sense of honour and duty. I’m betting it’s the second one.”

“I’m that transparent?”

“No,” she grinned. “But I know your sister.”

I’d have to remember to tell Luta that Jahelia Sord had given her a compliment. Even if it was sort of a backhanded one.

I wished I could figure out Mauronet’s end game—what was his plan? If he reached the shuttle, or even made it back to the Dorland, what then? He couldn’t get back to Nearspace on his own. Once the base went up, he’d have destroyed some of the best evidence we had concerning PrimeCorp’s involvement with the Chron, and the ship had posed no danger to anyone. He had Sedmamin—as a hostage? But he’d collaborated with the ex-Chairman, so where did that get him? I shook my head. Maybe he was just beyond the point of thinking straight. Ultimately, none of that was my problem. I was bound by duty to apprehend him if I could and take him back to Nearspace, for judgement and treatment.

“He’s slowing down,” Jahelia said.

She was right. He hadn’t reached the shuttle yet, but the dust kicking up behind Mauronet’s vehicle had lessened. We were now closing on him rather than just keeping pace.

Jahelia adjusted the plasma rifle on her lap.

“We’re not going to shoot him,” I told her again.

“You’re not going to shoot him,” she corrected me, “and I’m not going to shoot him unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“In self-defence,” I clarified.

“In self-defence or other extenuating circumstances.”

I shook my head. “You’re incorrigible.”

“Thank you.”

I slowed the groundcar, because the vehicle ahead had stopped. Mauronet climbed out and stood beyond it. The technician emerged from the rear seat and slowly backed away from the vehicle with his hands in the air. Mauronet paid no attention to him. Sedmamin opened his door but remained inside. Maybe Mauronet had told him to stay there, or maybe Sedmamin was refusing to get out. Mauronet must imagine this as his last stand. He had a weapon in his hand.

I slowed and stopped as well, turning the groundcar sideways to Mauronet. Jahelia and I scrambled out on the opposite side from him and peered over the top. “Admiral, we need to talk,” I called.

“I don’t talk to traitors!” Mauronet returned. “You would have left that ship there for your pals at PrimeCorp to keep mining for tech to sell to our enemies!”

“Tech that came from those same enemies,” I muttered. “Hundred-year-old tech. I don’t think they’re interested.”

“Just tell him he has to make it back to Nearspace and then he can testify all about it,” Jahelia said. “He’s itching to tell his story, you can see that. So, promise him someone to listen.”

Worth a try. “Admiral, just let Sedmamin go and come with me. We’ll get back to Nearspace, and you can make a full report.”

He laughed, and even at this distance the bitterness was clear. “Oh, yes. I’m sure Fleet Commander Holles will give me her full attention.”

Mauronet wasn’t looking his way, and I saw Sedmamin slide out of his door and crouch next to the vehicle. I tried to keep Mauronet from noticing.

“It doesn’t have to be Holles. I give you my word you can speak to anyone you choose in Fleet Command. Now, your crew is waiting for you on the ship. You’re not going to let them down, are you?”

He was quiet for a moment, and I thought I’d gotten somewhere. A shadow passed over us, and I looked up to see the Tane Ikai high above. Mauronet must have seen it, too, and he answered me with a burst of energy weapon fire that crackled against the side of the groundcar. Jahelia and I both ducked down behind the car and looked at each other. I put a hand on her arm.

“Not yet. Let me talk to him again.”

“Self-defence,” she said. “I was wrong. He’s not listening. He’s not going to listen.”

“I don’t want to have to explain why we had to kill him.”

She gave me a pitying look. “I’m not going to kill him. When did I ever say that?”

I looked pointedly down at the plasma rifle. “It’s not exactly a precision weapon.”

“That all depends on how you use it,” she said. “Like so many things.” And then Jahelia Sord frowned, leaned in, and very unexpectedly, very decidedly, kissed me.

 

IT WAS ONE of the most amazing, surprising, absolutely wonderful things that has ever happened to me. And I’ve had a pretty long life of surprising, amazing, and wonderful things. At first, I did nothing, could do nothing. Her lips were dusty and sweat-salty, demanding and sweet at the same time. As soon as I could think again, I kissed her back. On a dusty, empty planet, in an unknown system, hiding from a madman. We kissed, and I thought nothing would ever be the same.

And then she pulled away, stood up, and yelled, “Sedmamin, jump!” I saw him start and roll away from the groundcar. The technician, already a good distance away, dove for the ground. Mauronet saw motion and his head and weapon snapped toward Sedmamin. Without missing a beat, Jahelia aimed the plasma rifle and blasted the back end of Mauronet’s vehicle. It bucked, spun away from the impact, and knocked Mauronet off his feet. His weapon flared but then flew from his hand. Jahelia Sord was over the groundcar in a lithe leap and running toward Mauronet before he stopped bouncing. I was seconds behind her. By the time I’d scooped his weapon from the sand, she stood over the downed Admiral with a grin on her face and the plasma rifle pointed at his.

I stared down into the mad, angry eyes of Antar Mauronet. His right hand clenched and unclenched reflexively in the dirt. One of his legs twisted off at an unpleasant angle but he hadn’t seemed to notice yet. He was beaten. He knew it, and he didn’t like it.

“See?” Jahelia said reprovingly. “I told you I wasn’t going to kill him.”

And then the PrimeCorp base exploded.

 

 


Chapter 24 – Luta 
No Plan Survives Contact with Reality

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MORE THAN ANYTHING, I wanted to stand and watch Lanar and Jahelia Sord roar away after Sedmamin in the groundcar. I wanted to send protective thoughts to keep my brother safe in this crazy scenario. But I couldn’t. I turned and caught up the injured technician’s free arm, and Commander Yu and I scurried for the treeline. Yu called out to the others, ahead of us, to do the same. They straggled toward the scant cover the trees offered.

I tapped my implant. “Tane Ikai, can you hear me? We need immediate extraction. Baden? Yuskeya?”

“Captain!” Even over the faint and tinny reception of the implant the relief in Baden’s voice was evident. “You’re all right?”

“For the moment. The PrimeCorp base is set to explode or something. We’re moving away from it toward our original drop-off point. Come and get us!”

The only answer was silence for a moment, as Baden presumably digested this, or relayed it to the others. Finally, he said, “On our way. Explode or something? You don’t know?”

“Someone said ‘self-destruct’ and I didn’t stop to ask questions,” I said. “Sorry I can’t be more precise.”

“Forgiven. We were worried because we couldn’t contact you, so we’re not actually very far away. We’ve been skimming low, hunting for signal.”

I decided not to chastise anyone for not following my orders to stay well above the planet. This time it might turn out to have been a very lucky thing.

An ache between my shoulder blades signalled how tense I was, waiting for something to happen at the base behind us. The injured man’s weight wasn’t helping. I wondered how far from the mountain Lanar and Jahelia were now, and what was happening with them. Maybe I should have stopped them from going off on their own. At that thought, I almost smiled. As if I could stop my headstrong brother, and Jahelia Sord, from doing anything.

Baden had been right; the ship hove into sight and settled between us and the ruins where we’d taken out the drones. Our group of stragglers rushed forward with renewed energy.

The door of cargo pod four opened for us, and there was Hirin, waiting to guide us in. He smiled in relief, and I felt a surge of guilt for making him worry about me. As we scrambled aboard, Hirin moved forward to take the weight of the injured man from me, and managed to give my shoulder a welcome back squeeze as he did so. I said urgently into my implant. “We’re in!” I hit the control next to the door to close it.

“Everyone aboard? We heading for orbit?” Rei’s voice was a little breathless, but steady.

“Not yet. Take us up five hundred metres!” I looked around the cargo pod, at the handful of Protectorate officers from the Dorland and the battered and stunned-looking technicians from the base. “We can’t leave. Lanar and Jahelia went after Mauronet. He set the base to destruct and took Sedmamin with him. Headed for their shuttle, I think.”

“Hold on,” Rei said over the ship’s comm, and I felt the engines rumble the floor of the cargo pod. Hirin and Yu lowered the injured tech to sit, leaning him back against the wall. He closed his eyes, pale and shaken, but I thought he’d be all right for a moment.

“We’re moving,” I shouted, so everyone could hear me. “I know there’s not much to hold on to, but try to brace yourselves in case it’s not a smooth lift off.” If the explosion came now, the shock wave could hit the ship hard.

There must not have been anyone in this segment of the Dorland’s crew with medical training; the man with the injured leg had received the barest of first aid. I spoke into my implant again as the Tane Ikai rumbled. “Yuskeya?”

“Here, Captain. I tried the Dorland, but no response.”

“All right. Please head down here with some emergency med supplies. I’m putting you in charge of anyone requiring medical attention.”

The ship lurched to the right and I knew Rei had engaged the thrusters. I stumbled but headed for the ladder leading to the catwalk that vaulted over the pod. From there I could climb up to the bridge level. I needed to see what was happening on the planet, and where Lanar and Jahelia might be.

Yu broke from the crowd and followed me. “Is there anything I can do to help, Captain?”

I shook my head. “You’re in charge of these officers, unless I’m mistaken,” I said, and I saw the realization hit him. He outranked the other members of the Dorland’s crew here. While Lanar was with us, Yu had naturally deferred to him, but now that situation had changed.

He straightened a bit. “That’s right, Captain. Thank you. I’ll stay here and see to my crew. All your help is greatly appreciated.”

“Commander Blue is on her way with med supplies,” I told them, one foot on the ladder. “I’m going up to the bridge to see if I can figure out what’s happening with Admiral Mauronet and Admiral Mahane.”

I began to climb. Hirin was right behind me. “What happened down there, Luta?”

“Mauronet’s lost it,” I said briefly over my shoulder. “Looks like he was the mole in the Protectorate, but now he feels like PrimeCorp’s betrayed him by dealing with the Chron.”

“He’s not wrong about that.”

“True enough. They had a Chron ship down there—an old one—and we think they’ve been cannibalizing it for tech for decades. Probably got them where they are today.”

“And he’s trying to blow it up?”

“Like I said, I don’t think he’s thinking straight anymore.”

When we gained the Engineering level, Viss called out to me. “Captain, we’re in good shape. The activator drive should function normally whenever you want to try that wormhole back to Nearspace.”

“Thanks for the update. I wonder if we could pull the Dorland through after us, the way the Chron ship did,” I said. I paused to hear Viss’s reply to that, but he apparently had no opinion on the question. Hirin said nothing, either. I resumed my climb.

Once we gained the top of the ladder, Hirin and I sprinted down the corridor to the bridge. “Report,” I said as I arrived, just a little out of breath from climbing and running.

I didn’t bother to sit in the command chair. I just wanted to know where Lanar was now, and I didn’t know how long I’d be staying.

“We’re steady at a height of five hundred metres,” Rei said. “Circling to come around and find our people.”

Baden said, “I’m tracking two vehicles on the planet surface, moving away from the base.”

“Show me.”

Baden pulled up images on the main viewscreen and a smaller one. The main screen showed the area around the mountain and the base. A short distance away—too short for my liking!—on the smaller screen, two green dots moved at speed in the same direction. The image resolved to show the two groundcars clearly.

“All right, what can we do to help bring this to a close?” I asked. “Ideas?”

“I assume shooting is out of the question,” Baden said with a straight face.

“Agreed.”

“I could bring us down somewhere in front of the lead vehicle,” Rei suggested, “but I couldn’t safely get very close, so he could just veer off and drive right around us.”

“We could set down between them and the base, take the brunt of the blast if it comes,” Maja said thoughtfully. “And we do have the activator drive, that shuts things down. Fire that in the direction of his vehicle and see what happens?”

I pursed my lips, considering. “But we’re not sure how long that takes to recharge, and we might want to open that wormhole quickly. Not worth the risk.”

“If they reach the Dorland’s shuttle, it’s going to get more complicated,” Hirin said. “The officers there don’t know what happened at the base.”

“And with Mauronet armed, we can’t wait around for something to happen. We might not like what it is.”

“Jahelia’s still got her plasma rifle,” Baden said. “I’d be more worried about Mauronet.”

“Show me where they’re heading.”

Baden slid his fingers around on his screen and the image of the planet below showed what lay ahead of the two vehicles. The expanse of sandy flat would soon give way to another clutch of vegetation, and now that we were looking for it, the shuttle was visible. “Maybe we should just set down close to the shuttle and intervene there,” I said.

But we didn’t get a chance.

As we watched, the lead vehicle stopped and the pursuer caught up and stopped, as well. Mauronet got out.

“They’re not at the Dorland’s shuttle,” Hirin said, “but why else would he stop? Groundcar break down?”

“Maybe.” I frowned and chewed my lip. “But where’s Sedmamin? What’s Lanar going to do now? They’re still too close to the base for comfort.”

On the screen, Lanar and Jahelia exited their vehicle too, crouching behind it. Lanar and Mauronet were shouting at each other. Mauronet fired his weapon at the groundcar and even at this distance, the sudden flash made me jump.

And then Lanar and Jahelia had their heads together, discussing what to do next—but even as I thought that, I realized it wasn’t right. I squinted at the screen, not believing what my eyes were telling me. They had their heads together all right, but they weren’t talking . . . they were kissing.

Baden had time to let out a long, low whistle and then everything happened at once. Jahelia stood up, Sedmamin rolled out of the groundcar, and Jahelia blasted the groundcar right into Mauronet. When the dust cleared, she and Lanar both stood above the fallen admiral.

And the explosion hit.

 

THE MOUNTAIN STILL took up most of the main viewscreen, and the explosion wrenched my attention away from Lanar and Jahelia. The ground shuddered violently, then crumpled in on itself as huge sections of rock slid and shattered into chunks. Thick black smoke and clotted dust roiled into the air, punctuated by hot bursts of orange flame.

I looked back at Lanar and saw with relief that although they’d ducked and covered their heads, the shockwave didn’t seem to have affected them. “Let’s go get them,” I told Rei.

She piloted us down and set the Tane Ikai a safe distance away. I asked Commander Yu to take the Tane Ikai’s groundcar—if Mauronet hadn’t damaged it when he shot at Lanar—and fetch his fellow crew mates from the shuttle; he was the best one to explain what had happened with Mauronet, and the base. We had room in one of the empty cargo pods to take the shuttle itself, too. No sense leaving a perfectly good Protectorate shuttle for PrimeCorp or the Chron.

Yuskeya and Viss and I went out with a stretcher to fetch Mauronet and the others. The fallen admiral was muttering invective when we reached him, so Yuskeya’s first task was to give him a sedative. At least I assume that’s how she shut him up. I was busy hugging Lanar. We weren’t always a demonstrative family, but there were times when nothing else would do.

“He shot at you!” I said against my brother’s neck. “We saw the whole thing.”

I felt him go still for a heartbeat or two. “The whole thing?” he said lightly.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered near his ear. “My crew is very understanding about secrets.”

He chuckled, but when I pulled back from the hug I thought his face had flushed beneath its layer of dust.

Jahelia had gone to collect Sedmamin, who was now limping as well as cradling his plasticast-covered arm. “I can’t believe you told me to go with that maniac,” he spluttered to Lanar as they walked slowly past me on the way to the ship. The technician Mauronet had coerced into starting the destruct sequence followed behind them, looking dazed.

“You’re welcome,” Lanar said. “We could have just let him keep you.”

“It was Miss Sord I saw rescuing me,” Sedmamin rejoined huffily. Lanar just rolled his eyes, but Jahelia shot me a wink as they passed.

I let out a long sigh. “Now what?”

Lanar turned to look at the smoldering remains of the mountain, the PrimeCorp base, and the Chron ship. “Now we go back to your ship, try to figure out where the hell we are, and take whatever intelligence we can back to Nearspace,” he said.

“I was afraid you were going to say that.” I looked around. “I guess it’s not a great planet for a vacation anyway,” I said.

Lanar put an arm around my shoulders. “That’s my little sister,” he said. “Always looking for the bright side.”

“Big sister,” I reminded him, and poked him in the ribs. That kiss had been interesting, to say the least. I was going to have some fun with little brother the next time we were alone.

 

WE SETTLED OUR extra passengers wherever we could make them comfortable, and as Rei took us up into orbit around the planet, I went to quickly shower and change my clothes. It felt like days since we’d set down on the surface, and I had to stare at the time on my datapad to convince myself that it had been mere hours. I looked longingly at the bed as I pulled on clean pants and a sweater . . . even just a twenty-minute nap would make me feel a whole lot better. I almost gave in, but resolutely shook my head and left the room. We had to find the Dorland and make a plan to get everyone back to Nearspace safely.

And I was damned if I was going to be the last one to show up on the bridge.

As it was, Jahelia was there before me, but I managed to make it before Lanar. Hirin slid out of the command chair without even asking me, so I sat down gratefully and let the servos massage my back.

“Yuskeya’s still tending to the injured,” Hirin told me, and sat down at her nav console. “Your brother and Commander Yu are with her. I think they’re having a command meeting while Yuskeya cleans wounds and applies bandages.”

“Where’s Mauronet?”

“Lanar muttered something about what kind of a ship has no proper brig, and then they decided to keep the dear admiral sedated in First Aid,” he said with a grin. “And before you ask, Sedmamin is sulking in his quarters, after Yuskeya told him his bumps and bruises could wait while she triaged everyone else.”

“Captain, we’re in orbit around the planet,” Rei said. “No indications of any other ships in the area.”

“Quiet on the comm channels,” Baden confirmed.

“Rei, let’s get over and scan that smaller moon—the one we suspect is the operant device. Let’s confirm that so we aim the activator drive at the right place.”

With a nod, Rei engaged the thrusters and the Tane Ikai moved toward the small moon. The brick-red clouds of the gas nebula were behind it from this vantage point, making it look impossibly tiny for something that was so vital to us at this moment.

I pursed my lips. “So, where’s the Dorland? If they’re scouting for wormholes, they should still be in range. I can’t imagine they’d actually try a skip without reporting to the admiral first.”

“Hope they didn’t run into any unfriendly Chron,” Jahelia said from the secondary engineering console. “We did see those two ships right after we’d arrived.”

“It’s a Pegasus-class cruiser,” I said. “They should be able to handle a few Chron; if not, Nearspace is doomed before we even get started.”

“True enough, but this is their territory,” Jahelia said. “We—and the crew of the Dorland—don’t know our way around or what’s here. Perfect for ambushes, asteroid-mounted auto-defence systems, proximity mines—”

“All right, point taken,” I said, holding up a hand. “Let’s not dwell on those possibilities. As soon as Lanar gets here—”

“He’s here,” my brother said, striding onto the bridge. Commander Yu was with him and looked around with interest. “Yuskeya’s just gone to take a look at Sedmamin, and then she’ll join us.”

“Commander Yu, there’s no sign of your ship,” I told him. “What were their orders when Admiral Mauronet left them to go down to the planet?”

Yu pressed his lips into a thin line and stared at the viewscreen, which showed us only the planet rolling now far beneath us, and the nearby operant moon that marked the entrance to the strange intersecting wormhole. The mouth itself was too dark to discern from here, and melted into the darkness of space around it.

“He told them to scout for and map other wormholes in the near vicinity, but not to venture into any of them,” he said. “He also told comms to send a distress signal on a particular channel, and to include a certain code in it.”

“What was all that about?” Lanar asked with a frown.

Yu shook his head. “He didn’t explain. Just said that if anyone answered on that channel the crew should tell them he—Mauronet—was in command of the ship and ask for assistance. That they could trust them, and bring them back here to meet us.”

“A PrimeCorp channel?” I guessed, and Lanar spread his hands wide.

“Makes sense. Even if he was disillusioned with PrimeCorp, he knew he needed their help to make it back to Nearspace. He might have planned to take them out once he had what he needed. Another thing we’ll ask him about when he wakes up.”

“So, the Dorland might just be out of our scanner range,” Rei said. “Or there could be something between us and them blocking or messing up the signals.”

“Or they could have run into Chron ships,” Jahelia said again.

“Or they could have found a wormhole and decided to try skipping through despite what Mauronet said.” I looked at Yu. “You think everyone was suspicious that he’d gone over the edge?”

“I do, but they wouldn’t go off and leave the rest of us,” Yu said with certainty, and Lanar nodded in agreement.

“No Protectorate crew would do that.”

“And we can’t, either,” I said, managing to stifle a sigh. It would have been so nice to just spin up the activator drive and skip through the wormhole to home, hand all these problems off to someone else. But I knew Lanar would never agree to that, and my conscience wouldn’t, either. I said as much. “I know we have to get back with what we’ve learned, and what these techs from the planet can tell the Protectorate, but we have to make an effort to find the Dorland before we do.”

“And avoid any Chron in the area,” Baden said. “Jahelia’s right, we don’t know anything about this system or how often they come and go through here.”

“Thank you, Baden,” Jahelia said sweetly.

“Captain? Scans of the moon match up pretty closely with the first one we encountered, in the Woodroct’s Star system,” Yuskeya said. “That’s the operant device, all right.”

I felt a little knot of tension at the back of my neck loosen. “Good. We’re in business. Viss? Whatever you can do to make sure that activator drive is ready to go, please do it.”

“Aye, Captain,” Viss answered.

A thought struck me. “Hey, Pita,” I said.

The AI answered from Jahelia’s datapad, where it lay close to her on the console. “At your service, Captain.”

It was really amazing how sardonic an AI could make herself sound when she wanted to.

“I’m just thinking . . . you have all the Corvid data Fha gave us, and the PrimeCorp files you and Jahelia, um, obtained when Sedmamin wasn’t looking, all the files we got from PrimeCorp Main last week, and whatever you just downloaded from the computer here.”

“And I might have picked up a few tidbits when we were with the good doctor on the Chron station,” she added smugly.

“I didn’t know about that, but okay,” I said. “Do you think in all of that, there might be information about these systems, and some of the links between them?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” the AI said. “Let me have a look and see what’s here.”

She went quiet, and I caught Jahelia’s eye and shrugged. “Worth a shot?”

“If she finds something useful, you realize we’ll never hear the end of it,” Jahelia said.

I looked out the viewscreen at the slowly-revolving, tiny moon. “I’m willing to take that chance.”

 

 


Chapter 25 – Lanar 
Incoming

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LUTA HAD A good idea when she asked Pita to determine where we were in relation to the Otherspace systems we’d identified. But while the AI worked on collating the masses of data she’d accumulated, we couldn’t just sit still.

“All right, let’s assume the Dorland would follow standard procedures,” Luta said to me. “What would the Protectorate protocol be for a ship exploring a new system?”

We’d gone to the galley for food and drink while we regrouped. Luta had suggested it, and I’d realized how hungry I was. So now Luta and I, Hirin, Jahelia, Commander Yu, and Yuskeya gathered around the big table with hot soup and drinks. Luta had told Rei that until we had a better plan, she should keep the Tane Ikai in an ever-widening orbit around the unknown planet, with long-range scanners in constant use.

I shrugged at the question. “Apart from Woodroct’s Star, I can’t remember it happening,” I said. “There are probably protocols left over from the early days of wormhole exploration and the formation of the Protectorate, but I don’t know what they are.”

I looked the question at Yuskeya. “When we found ourselves in the Corvid system, it made sense to me to pick a base point, like the wormhole, and start recording data from there. Then you can work out from that and always find your way back. But what direction to go if you’re just exploring, with nothing else to factor in—” She spread her hands. “That would be random.”

“All right. So, all we can do is what we’re doing,” Luta said. “Next question is, what do we do if we find them?”

“If Pita can figure out where this system is in relation to others we can identify, we might be able to contact the Relidae,” Jahelia said. “They could help them plot a course back to Nearspace.”

“They could try to ride the trail of the Tane Ikai if we go back through the wormhole that intersects with the Split,” Hirin said. “They got here that way, after all, following the Chron ship.”

“We don’t know if that will work with the activator drive on this ship,” I said. “The Chron version could be different.”

“And we don’t know yet,” Luta reminded us, “whether our activator drive is even going to work. So, Pita’s data—if she can come up with some—could be just as important to us.”

“No pressure,” Jahelia said in a low voice.

“The crew of the Dorland could come aboard with us, and we’ll all take a chance on the wormhole together,” Yuskeya said. “I don’t love the idea of leaving the ship here, but it could be locked down. It’s more important to get the crew back, after all.”

Yu looked uncomfortable but I nodded. “My thoughts exactly, but we won’t abandon the ship unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

Rei’s voice came over the comm. “Captain! I have a ship on long-range . . . coming this way and it looks like it’s coming hot.”

“Drive signature?”

“Too far out to tell yet.”

“Be on the bridge in a minute,” Luta said. She looked at me. “If it’s the Dorland, they might be running from something. We’ll have to decide what to do in a hurry. If it’s not the Dorland . . .”

We all stood then. She didn’t have to finish that sentence. Hirin said, “Go on, I’ll secure everything here.” He started picking up dishes and dumping them into the scrubber. Luta threw him a grateful glance but the underlying meaning of his action wasn’t lost on any of us. We might be heading into a fight, or flight—or something else. And we had to be ready.

 

THE PLANET STILL wheeled below us on the viewscreen when we arrived on the bridge, but we were far enough away from it now that I could no longer make out the plume of smoke from the explosion. The shadowed background of space was littered with stars—an image I’d seen hundreds of time before, and yet every planet was different, and so I never got tired of the view.

“Still coming fast,” Rei said as Luta slid into her command chair. I was still a bit lost on the bridge of a ship I didn’t command or crew, so I just stood next to her.

“Anything chasing it?” Luta asked.

“Not so far—hang on.” Rei stared down at her console for a long moment. “Yeah, there’s someone on its tail,” she confirmed. “Just caught it on the edge of the scan.”

“But no identification on the lead ship yet?”

“I might have it,” Yuskeya said. She’d gone directly to her navigation console and now looked up from the screen. “Tentative ID is a Protectorate signature, so if that’s right it has to be the Dorland.”

“Let’s assume they’re being pursued by a Chron ship—or at least one,” Luta said. She turned to me. “What’s our plan of action in this scenario?”

Before I could answer, Pita chirped from Jahelia’s engineering console. “Captain, I believe I know where we are. Well, sort of,” the AI amended. “In relation to some other places we’ve been.”

Luta hesitated. Regardless of what Pita had discovered, we weren’t going to be able to take much time for a discussion with the Dorland. “Give me the quick version,” she said finally.

“All right. I think there are at least two other wormholes out of this system, in addition to the one we came through. One leads to a system we’ve visited, Commander Blue’s designation OS-G5V-03. That’s the one with the Relidae station, where we left Professor Brindlepaw.”

Luta locked eyes with me. “If we could get the Dorland there, they’d find help.”

“The second wormhole I believe leads to a binary star system with one Relidae-inhabited planet,” Pita continued. “It’s one skip away from the system we passed through on our way to Tau Ceti. So that route could lead them back to Nearspace, too.”

I blew out my breath. “If we have enough time to set them up for either of those options. We have to deal with what’s headed this way first.”

“The bad news is—both wormholes are days away in-system,” Pita said.

“One ship in pursuit, we can probably handle,” Luta said. Hirin returned to the bridge just then and made his way to the improvised weapons station. “Hirin, your weapons systems are ready to go?”

He gave a brief nod. “We’re not a Protectorate battle cruiser, but we can protect ourselves.”

Sedmamin also came onto the bridge, cradling his arm and looking aggrieved. “Captain, your medic said she’d be back with something for pain for me, but she hasn’t returned.”

“We got a little distracted, Chairman,” Luta said in a tight voice. “I’d tell you to go get it yourself from First Aid, but Mauronet’s in there. Have a seat and we’ll get to it when we can.”

With a glare that Luta completely missed—or ignored—Sedmamin sat in a skimchair near the EVA suit bank and folded his arms. Or tried to. The plasticast ruined the gravitas of the gesture.

“Merde,” Rei said suddenly. She swivelled her skimchair around to look directly at Luta and me. “That pursuing ship behind the Dorland? It just turned into a squadron.”

 

“BADEN, HOW SOON can we get any kind of a connection to the Dorland?” Luta asked.

Baden hesitated. “No FTL WaVE capacity here. It’s not going to be until they’re within range of a short-range scan.”

“All right. As soon as possible, I want a line to them. Lanar will talk to whoever’s in command.”

Commander Yu had said nothing to this point, but spoke up now. “That should be Commander Mattu, if nothing’s changed since they left.”

“Use his name, Baden, that’ll help them realize they can trust us,” I said.

“The question is, what are we going to ask them to trust us on?” Luta asked me. “We’re not defenceless, but we’re not a warship.”

I nodded. The Tane Ikai and one Pegasus-class cruiser were not going to win any dogfights with a squadron of Chron fighters. I heard myself say, “They’ll have to try to follow us into the wormhole.”

I waited for someone to argue with me, but the bridge had gone oddly quiet. Finally, Luta nodded, and Jahelia said, “I don’t suppose I get a vote, but that makes sense to me. Anything else, you’re risking everyone.”

“And the possibility of getting the information about the base and the ship back to Fleet Commander Holles,” Yuskeya added. Then she said, “Captain? Another flight of ships has showed up on the long-range.”

I crossed to Yuskeya’s console. The ships were only a cluster of dots on the scan, but they moved as one, following the squadron behind the Dorland. I swallowed, tasting something sour in my throat. Either the Dorland had done something to mightily piss off the Chron—or this was the beginning of a full assault, heading for this wormhole into Nearspace.

“Rei, take us to the wormhole,” Luta said. “Let’s make sure we’re in place so we can move through as quickly as possible when the Dorland arrives.”

“What?” Sedmamin demanded, his voice thin with fear. “Why are we waiting? We need to get out of here now!”

Luta fixed him with an icy glare. “We’re not going to abandon that ship. They don’t have their own activator drive.”

Sedmamin threw up his hands in exasperation. “You’re all freneza.  I’m going to get my own pain meds.” He stomped off in the direction of First Aid.

“What if Mauronet’s awake in there?” Luta called after him.

“I’ll take my chances,” Sedmamin threw over his shoulder at her. “If I have to, I’ll hit him with my cast.”

Jahelia raised her eyebrows at Luta. “You know, I think there might be hope for that man, yet.”

“What if the Dorland doesn’t want to follow us through?” Maja asked. She’d been silent through most of this, sitting next to Baden at the communications console.

“Lanar can order them through, don’t forget,” Luta said. “He’s the ranking Protectorate officer in this area . . . probably in this entire system.”

“I don’t think that’s our biggest concern,” I said slowly.

Luta turned to me. “What?”

I pointed at Yuskeya’s screen. “This. If this is the vanguard of an invasion force—”

My sister realized immediately what I was saying. “The Protectorate needs to know. Now.”

Maja swivelled in her skimchair to look at Luta. “You’re not saying we should go through without waiting for them? Just abandon the Dorland?”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Commander Yu twitch, but he said nothing. The ship and crew would not survive if we left them.

Luta didn’t answer either, just looked at me to see what I’d say.

I had the power of command and was fully capable of making that decision. I hesitated, weighing options. We weren’t sure this plan to pull the ship through after us would work. The Dorland might still meet with disaster if they tried to ride the Tane Ikai’s tail through the wormhole. They might not even make it inside the wormhole, and be abandoned to the oncoming Chron squadron anyway.

I’d ordered ships and crews into battle, into dangerous situations, and not all of them had returned. But I had never abandoned anyone with a chance.

And yet we had to warn Nearspace as quickly as possible.

At the engineering console, Jahelia looked up and our eyes met, but hers were unreadable. If she was trying to send me a message—challenge, support, anything—I wasn’t getting it. She didn’t seem at all flustered by the moment we’d shared on the planet. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not.

“Wait. We don’t have to make that decision,” Baden said suddenly, turning his chair to look at me. “We know—the Corvids told us, and it worked this way when we came through—that when the activator drive opens the wormhole, it stays open for a while. It’s not like our skip drive, which only holds the wormhole open when the ship is inside it. Right?”

He looked to Luta for confirmation and she nodded slowly. “It closes after a time, or if the ship with the activator gets too far away from it.”

“Right. So, we should be able to open the wormhole now and send a message through—the Protectorate ships stationed around the end of the Split will get it and relay it to Farview and Holles. Just as fast as if we went through ourselves. And the wormhole will still be open for us to go through when the Dorland gets here.”

“We won’t know for sure that they received the message, if they can’t send back. It’s still a risk,” I said. “But one that I’m willing to take.”

Commander Yu’s face cleared. He must have been holding it steady, trying not to reveal his emotions, but the relief was plain now.

Luta also looked relieved. “I don’t think the Corvids actually told us how much time we could count on. Viss?” she asked over the ship’s comm. “How long does a ghosted wormhole stay active?”

“I’ll check the information the Corvids gave us with the drive,” came the response, “but it has to be a couple of hours. Time to make a surprise attack and disappear back through before the wormhole goes away. And Captain,” Viss continued, “I think our best chance for success will come if we’re moving at speed when we enter the wormhole.”

“Why?” Luta asked.

“Because that’s what worked for the Dorland before,” Viss answered. “Let’s keep as many of the variables the same as we can.”

I turned to Yu. “All right, back to what Luta said earlier. Commander, I can’t consult with Admiral Mauronet on pulling the Dorland through after us, but I’d like input from someone on your command team. What about the risk?”

The commander turned his eyes to the viewscreen for a moment, although the ship and its dangerous pursuers were far too distant to see. Finally, he said, “I think it’s the best option, Admiral. They don’t stand a chance in this system, now that they’ve been discovered by the Chron. If they could have slipped through undetected—but that’s a moot point. They didn’t. And if they make it through with us, they’ll be on the other side to help defend against whatever’s coming. Our pilot—she did it once. I’m sure she can do it again.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll tell them to follow us in.”

Sedmamin returned from First Aid and settled himself in a skimchair, folding his arms as best he could and glaring at us all.

Luta ignored him. “Baden, Lanar will tell you what to send through for Fleet Commander Holles. As soon as that’s ready, Viss, let’s get that wormhole open.”

Viss and Rei coordinated to maneuver the ship into the correct position to fire the activator drive at the operant moon. From here, we also had enough distance to get a good “running start” at the wormhole, as Viss had advised. I’d tell the Dorland to get close enough to feel the heat of the Tane Ikai’s engines—well, figuratively, anyway.

I tore my eyes away from the phalanx of dots moving toward us on Yuskeya’s screen, and went to bend over Baden’s shoulder and compose a message for Regina. As succinctly as possible, I outlined the imminent threat and told her we’d be coming through the wormhole first, with the Dorland in tow. I didn’t want any Protectorate ships reflexively opening fire until we were well clear of the Split.

Baden keyed the message and nodded to Luta.

“Viss, ready to fire the activator drive. Whenever you’re ready.”

“Firing now.”

A flash glimmered around the back of the ship as the drive fired, although it generated nothing visible toward the operant moon.

“Yuskeya?” I prompted.

She nodded. “It worked. The moon is generating the same rays we read in Woodroct’s Star. They’re streaming directly into the wormhole.”

I’d never seen a wormhole activated by one of the Chron operant artifacts, and I stood transfixed. The dark shadow of the wormhole mouth began to glow blue as runnels of plasma flowed like lava around the edges. Fingers of plasma stretched inward from all sides as if drawn inexorably toward each other. When they met, the centre began a slow rotation, increasing in speed until it swirled like a whirlpool, shot through with silver. I flinched as a cone of silver-blue light reached out from its centre as if it might grasp us. Rei had kept us back, but the cone strained toward us. I had the oddest impression that it was trying to pull us in. It was stranger than any other wormhole I’d ever seen, weirdly beautiful but dangerous-looking, too. It felt . . . hungry.

Luta said, “Baden, send the message.” Her words broke the mesmerizing spell the wormhole had cast on me. I had to look away, so I glanced around the bridge. Everyone, even Sedmamin, seemed transfixed by the terrifying beauty of the wormhole we were about to fly into. I turned my eyes back to the viewscreen and waited for the Dorland to get close enough to talk.

 

 


Chapter 26 – Luta 
Going Rogue

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BADEN SWORE UNDER his breath.

“What is it?” I asked.

His fingers slid over the communications console. “Message to Fleet Commander Holles bounced back,” he said tersely.

“Try again.”

“I am.”

Lanar caught my eye and we shared a moment of silent desperation. It felt like walls were closing in on us. We were all that stood between the Dorland and death, and all that stood between Nearspace and an onslaught they were barely prepared for.

Baden sat back from the console and clasped his hands behind his neck. “It won’t go,” he said. “Maybe it can’t get past the intersection of the two wormholes.”

“Or maybe there is no intersection,” Maja said in a bleak voice. “Maybe the activator drive isn’t making the two wormholes link.”

I could almost feel the chill spreading over the bridge at my daughter’s words. If this wormhole didn’t link to the Split, we might emerge anywhere. Nearspace, Otherspace—inside a star. We were taking as big a chance as any wormhole spelunker diving in to an untested wormhole.

Sedmamin opened his mouth and I looked at him. He shut it again.

I ran a hand over my face. “No. I have to believe that part is working. That’s our assumption and we’ll stick to it. The message isn’t going through for some other reason—like Baden said, maybe it can’t pass the intersection.” I glanced at the main viewscreen, where Yuskeya had opened a corner image of her screen, and the oncoming Dorland and its pursuers. The Dorland was just on the outer edge of our short-range scan. “We can’t change the plan now.”

Lanar said carefully, “There won’t be time for the Protectorate to get many more ships in place.” He wasn’t arguing with me, just stating a fact.

“I know.” I stood up. It felt right to be standing up when I said what I was about to say. “That’s why we’re going to blow up the Split.”

I don’t know if there had ever been such complete, shocked silence on the bridge of the Tane Ikai before. Jahelia broke it.

“Fek, yeah,” she said with a grin.

“Another wormhole will spawn in its place,” Hirin observed. “The Corvids told us that.”

“Yes, but not right away,” I said. “It buys us time, and time is in short supply.”

Lanar still looked a little shocked, but he managed to say, “Luta, I can’t order the Dorland to do that. Destroy a wormhole? That’s beyond my decision-making authority.”

“The Dorland isn’t going to do it,” I said. “I am. If you and Commander Yu—and even Yuskeya—should leave the bridge to protect yourselves, I understand.”

“We saw what happened when an energy weapon was fired into a wormhole,” Hirin said reflectively. “I think the particle beam would do it.”

“I can’t let you do this,” Lanar said, regaining some of his composure. “It’s too dangerous.”

“For once, I am in complete agreement with the Admiral,” Sedmamin said. “Admiral Mahane, you must take control of this vessel. I know this is your sister, but she’s obviously—”

“Shut up, Sedmamin,” Lanar said without even looking at the ex-Chairman.

“I’m not saying yea or nay,” Rei offered, “but remember that the Dorland is going to be behind us. We’ll have to get them clear before we do it.”

“We’ll have to get everyone in the vicinity clear,” Viss said over the ship’s comm. He was always privy to the bridge conversations. “When the Corvids wrecked the other wormhole, we were tossed around pretty good, and as I recall we were all out for a minute or two. And we weren’t even all that close.”

But I didn’t answer either of them. I took the few steps that separated me from Lanar and put my hands on his arms. “You don’t have to be part of this, Lanar. But it’s the only move we have in the game. You want me to lock you up in your quarters, I’ll do that. But I’m not Protectorate, little brother, and,” I leaned closer to put my mouth next to his ear, because this was for him alone, “you’re not the boss of me.”

 

OKEJ, MAYBE TECHNICALLY he was the boss of me. The Nearspace Protectorate administered the law in Nearspace wherever there was no planetary jurisdiction.

But we weren’t in Nearspace, were we? And by the time we were through the Split and back in that jurisdiction, things would be moving too fast to worry about it.

My brother looked down at me for a long moment. Finally, he said, “If you do this, Regina might not want you to join the Protectorate anymore.”

I realized I’d been holding my breath, not entirely sure if Lanar could accept my decision. “And that’s a risk I’m willing to take.” I smiled and gave him a quick hug, then went back to the command chair. “Let’s make a plan, people.”

Sedmamin announced that he was going to his room. “Perhaps someone will come and tell me if we make it through this alive,” he said sarcastically. I couldn’t say I was sorry to see him leave, since it removed an extra distraction we didn’t need.

“He’ll be back before long, anyway,” Baden predicted.

By the time we made contact with Commander Mattu, we’d mapped out a sequence of actions we hoped would work. We’d enter the wormhole at speed, with the Dorland close behind. As soon as we transitioned from the ghosted wormhole to the Split, Baden would send a message ahead of us telling the Protectorate forces to move back from the wormhole and not to fire on us when we came through. The Dorland would be instructed to veer off in one direction and we’d fly straight, firing the particle beam weapon from the aft cannon into the mouth of the Split. Then we’d scramble away as fast as the burst drive would take us. The bridge fairly thrummed with tension, but everyone knew their role. None of the Protectorate officers chose to leave the bridge, which made me feel strangely proud. Finally, when I thought I might not be able to stand it any longer, Baden spoke.

“They should be in range. Sending a comm to the Dorland and Commander Mattu now.”

After only a few seconds he turned to me with a nod. “They’ve pinged back. Admiral, you’re on.”

“Commander Mattu, this is Admiral Lanar Mahane of the NPV S. Cheswick. Are you under attack?”

The response came back almost immediately. “Confirm that, Admiral. Hostiles in pursuit. Can you assist?”

Lanar looked at me and told the Commander as briefly as possible the plan we’d come up with. “Admiral Mauronet is incapacitated, but Commander Yu is here with me, if you’d like to speak with him,” Lanar said at the end. “I understand that this situation is highly irregular, but we’re trying to get everyone back to Nearspace in one piece and we think this is the best chance.” We’d decided not to tell the Dorland crew exactly what we were planning to do to the Split—we didn’t need to argue with anyone else about it. Lanar had told Mattu that getting out of the way was to allow other ships to take up positions around the wormhole mouth.

Mattu hesitated for a moment, taking it all in, I guessed. Commander Yu stepped in to reassure him. “I concur with the Admiral’s assessment of the situation,” he said firmly. “It’s the best chance we have.”

“Then we’ll follow your plan,” Commander Mattu said. “We’re outrunning them for now, but it can’t last forever. I’m glad to hear there’s no-one left to retrieve from the planet.”

Since Yu and Mattu had both been on the bridge when the Dorland followed the Chron ship through the Split and the ghosted wormhole, I told them to simply do whatever they’d done that day. It didn’t seem very complicated—they’d done nothing except engage their own skip drive to enter the Split, and then simply followed the Chron ship through as closely as they could.

“I know you’ve been through the Split once,” I finished, “but my pilot has done it several times. I’m going to get her to pass along any tips she has for a safe passage. It’s going to be a trickier proposition going back the other way, transitioning between the two wormholes.”

Rei threw a look over her shoulder at me that asked in no uncertain terms why I hadn’t prepared her for this, but turned back to do the best she could. I knew I’d catch hell for that later.

Actually, if we pulled this off, I’d be happy to let Rei yell at me all she wanted.

The last bit of waiting for the Dorland to reach us was the hardest. The Chron ships kept pace but didn’t gain, but even more had appeared on the long-range scan. They obviously hadn’t known we’d discovered their wormhole doorway, but as they got close enough, they were finding out now. The glowing cone of plasma from the activated wormhole shone like a beacon. If we didn’t manage to shut down this entry point into Delta Pavonis, they’d roll over Nearspace like a spidery black tide, and no-one would ever even know about PrimeCorp’s role in our civilization’s downfall.

 

SEVERAL OF THE lead ships surprised us with a burst of speed as the Dorland drew close. They’d held back, but they had burst technology, too; ours had probably been reverse-engineered from theirs. But they’d left it too late, and the Dorland wasn’t giving up with escape from the system in sight. Whoever was piloting managed to wring a little more speed out of the drives.

“Rei, Viss, are we ready to go?” I asked.

They both answered in the affirmative just as the Dorland’s shields flared.

“Chron pursuers have opened fire,” Yuskeya reported. “Dorland is taking evasive action.”

“That will slow them down,” Jahelia said. “They should just keep coming and take the hits.”

“They’ll have to drop their shields to enter the wormhole,” Lanar said. “They’ll have to get loose to do that safely.”

I stood up again, but there was nowhere to go and nothing to do. We couldn’t go to their aid without risking getting too far away from the wormhole and having it close. They had to make it to us. We were the getaway car, and all we could do was sit and keep the engine running.

“We could angle a bit and give them some covering fire,” Hirin suggested.

“Maybe. But I’m afraid we might hit the Dorland.”

The shields flashed again. “Open a comm channel to them, please,” Lanar said.

When Commander Mattu answered, Lanar said briefly, “We’re watching. Just stay with the plan and we’ll take you through.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” the Commander replied. Light flashed around him as the shields absorbed another impact. “I think we’ll make it.”

“Raise our shields,” I told Hirin. “Let’s not take any chances. Drop them just as we enter the wormhole.”

It was a good thing we did so, since some of the oncoming Chron launched a few tentative torps in our direction as well. They were too far out, but it gave me something else to worry about—what if a rogue torpedo were pulled into the wormhole? I suspect one of the Chron commanders must have had the same notion, because after a few attempts, they stopped shooting at us.

As the Dorland neared, some of the pursuing Chron ships spread out as if to flank us, but they must have known we planned to escape through the wormhole. Maybe they thought it safer to attack us from the sides, but we didn’t wait around to find out.

Sedmamin slipped quietly onto the bridge and went back to his chair. Baden threw me a wink.

“Baden, send the tracer ping,” I said. I didn’t know if we could trust the result, since the communications signal hadn’t made it through, but we at least had to try to warn anyone on the other end of the wormhole that we were coming through.

“Sent.”

Commander Mattu commed us, unnecessarily, to say a breathless, “We’re here,” as the ship bore down on the Tane Ikai from behind. Two Chron fighters raced in his wake.

“Ping is back,” Baden said. “But the reading is strange. It might only have travelled the first wormhole and not the Split. Maybe the same thing that happened with the comm signal.”

It was time to call upon whatever gods of luck might exist. “Rei, let’s move. We can trust Commander Mattu to adjust his speed.”

“Here we go,” Rei said. The ship bucked as Rei hit the forward thrusters, and we jumped toward the wormhole, its cone of silvery-blue plasma stretching out to grasp us. It shimmered like a waterfall in front of the viewscreen, and then the plasma burst over us and we were through.

An audible sigh of relief slid around the bridge as the Dorland stayed with us through the wormhole entrance.

Yuskeya had split the main viewscreen so that we could see both the wormhole stretching ahead of us, and the Dorland following behind. The interior walls of the wormhole swirled with the usual rainbow hues, overlaid now by the blue-white plasma of the cone. In all other respects, the skip was normal . . . except for the ship following close behind us. In theory, that should not even have been possible. But here we were, doing it.

“I think at least one of the Chron has followed the Dorland in,” Yuskeya reported. “Thought I caught a glimpse of a wing behind them.”

Rei said, “Disturbance up ahead. Assuming we’re about to merge into the Split.”

I gripped the arm of the command chair so tightly I was sure the padding would never regain its normal form. Ahead, the silver-blue plasma from the walls of the wormhole stretched in toward the centre, as if trying to meet. It formed a thin membrane across our path. I held my breath as we spun towards it.

We burst through and the half-formed vista of the Split lay in front of us. This would be the most difficult part for Rei and the pilot of the Dorland, transitioning from the usual circular skip motion of the first wormhole to the necessary half-pipe pendulum motion required by the Split. It wouldn’t be easy to overcome the momentum we’d built up. I glanced at Rei and read the tension in her neck and shoulders. I could see only part of her hands, but her fingers were pressed whitely on the console, trying to control the changeover.

“Rei, do you need help?”

But even as I asked, Jahelia left the secondary engineering console and lunged to the auxiliary pilot’s station. She didn’t say anything, just silently added her hands to the task, using her screen. Rei didn’t answer me, either. We were all knocked starwise as the ship overcame the centrifugal force and swung pendulum-like in the opposite direction. Sedmamin yelped but said nothing.

I glanced at the screen and saw the Dorland slide up the Split’s wall, swing halfway over the line demarcating the “safe” side from the dangers of the gauzy other half, and then pull back down again. I blew out a sigh, and kept my eyes on the rear-facing view. I hoped to see the Chron fighter slide off and into hazy nothingness, but that wasn’t going to happen. Of all three ships, the Chron probably had the most practice making this maneuver, or at least knew the most about it.

“A few more skips,” Rei said almost under her breath.

“Dorland is holding steady,” Yuskeya said, for those of us who weren’t free to watch the screen ourselves.

And then we rocketed out of the end of the Split into the wide black expanse of Delta Pavonis. The scattering of ships standing watch near the wormhole mouth had grown since we’d left, but I didn’t spare them more than a glance. None were in our way, that was the main thing.

“Baden, send a general warning to raise shields,” I said. “That’s all there’s time for. And everyone, hold on to something.”

The Dorland came out of the wormhole and angled sharply away from it, leaving us with a clear shot into the wormhole. I squashed a pang of uncertainty and regret at what I was about to do.

“Fire,” I told Hirin.

 


Chapter 27 – Lanar 
What Happens Tomorrow

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I HELD TIGHT to the arms of my locked-down skimchair as Luta gave the order and Hirin fired the Tane Ikai’s particle beam into the mouth of the Split. The beam energy streamed toward the wormhole, still ringed with runnels of multicoloured plasma from our recent traversal. Then the flash came, so brilliant even through the medium of the screen that I instinctively shut my eyes and turned away. The ship shuddered as if a torpedo had scored a direct hit on the hull, and the blast force spun us away. 

I opened my eyes and saw the silvery bulk of a Protectorate Bahamut-class battleship looming ahead of us, but before I could do more than gasp, Rei had steadied us and pulled the Tane Ikai up. We shot over the top of the Protectorate behemoth with little room to spare. She banked and brought us around to see what had happened to the Split.

I was vaguely aware of Baden telling Luta about incoming messages, but I couldn’t look away from the Split. Like the wormhole leading to Woodroct’s Star, the Split had been transformed. The mouth burned a sullen crimson, white streaks of superheated plasma churning in a vortex at its centre. Bursts of energy spat and fractured around the edges, like lightning bolts trying to escape a thundercloud.

The Split had been destroyed. The Chron ship following the Dorland did not emerge.

Finally, I came back to myself and looked at the viewscreen as the Tane Ikai slowed and moved to take up a position near the Bahamut battleship. I realized that at least twice as many ships occupied this area than had been here when we left. And some of them were not Nearspace vessels.

“Yes, he’s right here, Fleet Commander,” I heard Luta say. “He’ll give you a full report right away. But I take full responsibility for my actions now and since we left here to enter the Split.”

“Acknowledged,” Regina’s voice came over the ship’s comm. “Admiral Mahane, please move to a secure channel and tell me what the hell just happened. And then get over here to the Tereshkova immediately.”

I caught Luta’s eye and mouthed thanks a lot as I left the bridge to head for the rear airlock. I thought I might pause at the galley to grab a cup of triple caff to take with me. I didn’t think telling Regina Holles what had happened was going to be a quick process.

 

I SAT FOR a seemingly interminable time around a table in the Tereshkova’s substantial meeting room. I didn’t know everyone—along with Regina and me there were other Protectorate officers, including a couple of the other Fleet Commanders who’d come to meet with Regina at FarView. There were two Relidae I recognized from Tabalo, with Cerevare Brindlepaw to help cross the language barrier. And there were holograms of two Corvids, beamed in from one of their ships nearby. And to my amazement, Mother was there, with Gusain Buig and a woman I recognized as the Chair of Schulyer Corporation. Mother came to the door and hugged me long and hard when I arrived, and I didn’t care that anyone was watching us.

It did take me a long time to tell the story of what had happened and what we’d learned.

Regina and the other Fleet Commanders agreed that we’d dealt with Mauronet and with the wormhole correctly, and Regina dispatched a couple of officers to fetch him from the Tane Ikai. Quietly, I heaved a sigh of relief that Luta would not be in trouble.

There was good news on this end, too. The Corvids had determined that the Split was, in fact, a manufactured wormhole, not a naturally-occurring one. Luta had told me after her first encounter with the Corvids that this technology existed, but I wasn’t sure I’d believed it. However, if it was true, it meant Luta’s destruction of the Split was not just a stopgap measure. No natural wormhole would spontaneously appear to take its place. Luta had given us even more breathing room to decide what to do about the Pitromae Chron.

“I am personally going to present this body of evidence concerning PrimeCorp to the Nearspace Worlds Council,” Regina said, holding up the datachip I’d given her. All the files implicating PrimeCorp were there. It was a damning collection. “I’m going to demand that all PrimeCorp holdings be moved into an administrative trust while charges against the corporation are filed, and a Board of Trustees appointed to oversee the business. I don’t think anyone will be able to argue against that. We’ll launch a full investigation into the PrimeCorp involvement with the Chron. The Pitromae,” she clarified, nodding to the Relidae.

“I believe ex-Chairman Sedmamin would be an invaluable resource while we carry out this investigation,” suggested one of the other Fleet Commanders.

“Good idea,” Regina said. “Let’s send a couple of officers over to the Tane Ikai to ‘invite’ ex-Chairman Sedmamin to be a guest of the Protectorate for a couple of weeks, so that he can help us out.”

I’d advise Regina later that she might want to pick up Taso for questioning as well, to add another piece to the PrimeCorp puzzle. But that could wait. “Do you really think the Pitromae will break off their incursions into Nearspace if their contact with PrimeCorp is broken?” I asked. It seemed unlikely to me, after what we’d learned. “We believe their intentions probably run deeper than whatever it was they agreed to with PrimeCorp. The sheer number of ships we saw indicate they’ve already changed their plans.”

Fleet Commander Darvi Junan sat next to Regina. His ebony hair was streaked with amber, but his pale mauve skin was surprisingly unwrinkled for his age. Junan was a quiet Vilisian with the most subtly commanding voice I’d ever heard. He shook his head. “No, Admiral, we’re not counting on that. Over the past day and half, I’m pleased to say we’ve formed a tentative alliance among the Nearspace worlds, the Corvids, and the Relidae.” The folds of skin around his eyes puckered, showing deep thought, but I caught a hint of eucalyptus scent on the air—denoting satisfaction in the Vilisian scent language. “The Corvids also have allies whom they are sure will come to the table. We will use PrimeCorp’s contact network—which we intend to uncover very quickly—to reach the Pitromae Chron and present a united front to them.”

“An attack force?” I thought of Regina’s repeated assertions that the Protectorate couldn’t undertake offensive strikes outside Nearspace without leaving the worlds sorely unprotected. Had the addition of allies made her rethink that position?

Regina shook her head. “No. A diplomatic mission. Peace talks.” She looked around the table at the assemblage of Nearspace inhabitants and aliens. “But with some teeth behind the hand extending the olive branch. And your Mother has agreed to accompany us, to explain the coming advancements in bioscavenger technology, and how it will be developed to help all of our allies.”

Mother nodded and smiled. “I’ve been working with Duntmindi and Schulyer Corporations to figure out how to do this. They’re helping set up an independent research and development branch of the Nearspace Authority to oversee the nanobioscavenger project. All the worlds will contribute, and everyone will benefit. No one corporation or group will control them or benefit disproportionately from them.”

So that’s why Mother was here. She must have been working on this plan for a while, to get the corporations on board, and then presented it to the Protectorate admin when they needed an extra incentive to take to the Chron. If we were right, and it was what the Chron wanted anyway, they wouldn’t want to be left out when all the other species had them.

Regina Holles looked around the table at the assemblage and nodded. “The Pitromae will, I hope, see that we make better friends than enemies.”

 

EVENTUALLY, REGINA LET me go back to the Tane Ikai. Most of the force that had gathered around the Split would soon move back to FarView Station to regroup and receive new orders, so I said I’d go back with Luta. I found Yuskeya in the galley as I made my way to the bridge. She offered me a hot drink and some food, which I gratefully accepted. The ship was quiet, in that waiting-for-the-next-thing phase that happened a lot in space travel. Or in this case, recovering-from-the-last-thing. I sat at the table and rested my head in my palms, eyes closed. The quiet was blissful after the meeting on the Tereshkova. 

After what felt like a ridiculously short time, Yuskeya set a bowl of fragrant stew and a mug of steaming caff down in front of me, and sat down across the table with her own.  As I dug in, I told her what had come out of the meeting on the Tereshkova. In turn, she reported that the crew of the Dorland had been safely returned to their ship, and the rescued PrimeCorp technicians had been sent to the Tereshkova. “To assist with the investigation into PrimeCorp,” she said. “I told the officer who took charge of them that they were essentially scientists and should be treated as non-hostile.”

“Good thinking,” I said. “Anti-PrimeCorp sentiment is likely to be running pretty high, but I don’t think those folks were guilty of anything more than possibly bad judgement.”

“And Commander Mattu has been given command of the Dorland, at least for the moment.”

“How did Commander Yu react?” I asked around a mouthful of stew, wondering if the Commander would be disappointed that he’d been passed over.

“He seemed relieved,” she said with a smile. “I don’t think he had his eye on Mauronet’s chair.”

“Still, I’m going to put in a word for him with the administration,” I said. “He knew something was wrong with Mauronet and said so to me the first opportunity he had. And he kept his head down there on the planet.”

“Admiral?”

I looked up to find Yuskeya studying me thoughtfully. “What?”

“Are you planning to recall me to the Cheswick now?”

“Do you want me to?”

She met my eyes, her face placid and unemotional. “I’m a Protectorate officer. I go where I’m assigned. What I want doesn’t really come into it.”

But I didn’t think she’d have asked if it didn’t matter.

I smiled. “Well, I haven’t had a chance to talk to Fleet Commander Holles and the others about this yet, but I had an idea while we were discussing the new alliance with the Corvids and the Relidae. And the effort to make peace with the Pitromae. I think we should actually put Protectorate officers on special assignment on any commercial Nearspace vessels who want them.”

Yuskeya raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

I nodded. “For a little while, anyway. It gives us more eyes around Nearspace, to watch for trouble until the relationship with the Chron is settled. And once the news about PrimeCorp and their plans breaks—which it undoubtedly will—I think it will make people feel safer.”

“So, you’re just going to leave me stationed where I am?” Despite her attempts to keep her voice neutral, I could hear the note of hope.

“Yes. I’m afraid you’re stuck with my sister for a little while longer.” I tilted the bowl to capture the last dregs of the stew.

Yuskeya sighed happily. “Well, sir, it’s a difficult job. But someone has to do it.”

I left Yuskeya so she could go and find Viss, which I was sure she’d want to do immediately. I went in search of Luta, and found her on the bridge. Rei, Baden, and Maja were there, too, so I gave them a brief run-down about what had been said on the Tereshkova.

Luta swiped a hand across her forehead. “So, I’m really off the hook for blowing up the Split? That’s good to hear.” Then her face turned serious. “Do you think they’ll be able to avert a war, then? Even with what we learned from the Relidae, I don’t feel like we understand what motivates the Chron. I mean, if they still just hate us, how do we counter that?”

I crossed to her and gave her a hug. “We just keep trying, for as long as we can. The first step will be to find out if there’s common ground. And if there is, we’ll build on that. For now, we’ll stay alert and hope for the best. To that end, I’m leaving Yuskeya with you. If that’s all right.”

Luta pretended to think it over. “Well, I guess so. She does come in handy, from time to time.”

It took me a while to find Jahelia. Finally, on a tip from Luta, I took the ladder down past the engineering level and into the cargo pod directly below it. I heard her before I saw her—the slap of bare feet on the cargo pod floor, the hollow ring of a zelendu staff striking floor or wall.

She’d slung her jacket across a crate and ditched her boots beside it. Her caramel-coloured hair was slicked back into a ponytail, although stray tendrils had worked their way free and now curled around her face. Sweat stains darkened the green t-shirt she wore, and the legs of her pants were rolled up to her knees.

Jahelia grinned and nodded to me when she saw me drop off the bottom of the ladder, but didn’t stop her workout. “Hello, Protectorate,” she said, apparently not out of breath even though the form was obviously taxing. Her voice echoed hollowly in the near-empty cargo pod. “They didn’t put you in detention or anything for letting your sister blow up a wormhole?”

“Nope, but I had to promise I wouldn’t let her do it again.”

“Rules are just no fun,” she said, moving through an intricate pattern of foot and staff work.

I shucked my own jacket and boots and moved within reach of the staff, inviting her to spar with a silent hand gesture. She grinned wickedly and came at me with the staff in a flurry of feints and strikes. Fortunately, an old Vilisian bunk mate of mine had taught me something about the art, and I managed to block or duck the brunt of the initial attack.

Unfortunately, she was much better at zelendu than I was, which became obvious about two minutes in to our sparring.

Jahelia stopped suddenly, leaned on the staff, and regarded me. “So, did you come here to fight, or did you come here to talk?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes it’s hard to tell with you.”

She nodded as if I’d said something insightful. “You know, I get that.” She crossed to the crate where she’d left her jacket, laid the staff on top of it, and slid down to sit, leaning back against the side. She patted the floor next to her. “Time to talk.”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say. I just knew I didn’t want her to get on a ship when we got back to FarView, and disappear into Nearspace. She was the first woman in a long time who left me feeling totally off-balance—but in a way I liked. I sat where she’d indicated and leaned back against the crate, too, staring out across the mostly-empty cargo pod because I didn’t know if I could think straight if I was looking at her. “Okay. Down on that planet—”

She interrupted. “Look, Protectorate—”

“—Lanar,” I corrected. Two could play that game.

Jahelia turned to look at me and I met her eyes. “All right. Lanar. I’m not very good at this. I like you. I could tell you that I kissed you for luck or on a whim or because I thought we might both be dead in the next five minutes. The truth is, I kissed you because I wanted to.” She smiled, almost—shyly? “Your sister will tell you I’m sort of impulsive.”

I swallowed. “Well, I’m glad you did. Because I didn’t know it until it happened, but I wanted you to, too.”

“I still want to,” she said, but before I could say anything else, she held up a hand. “But we have a problem. You’re Protectorate. Through and through. I’m—not.” She laughed. “Most decidedly not.”

I waited a minute. “Are you sure about that?”

Jahelia fixed me with a stare. “What do you mean?”

“You helped Sedmamin. You—”

“For a price. He said he’d pay me well.”

I ignored that and went on. “You offered to help Luta when you didn’t have to. Numerous times. You see a thing that needs doing, and you do it. You can’t tell me you always stop to consider what’s in it for you.”

“I always did,” she said, tucking her chin rebelliously. She was silent for a moment. “Maybe I’ve changed—a bit—lately.”

“But?”

“But. I’ve got a past. I’m not sure what I want to do with the future. I don’t know what happens tomorrow. It seems like it would be . . . difficult.”

I reached over and put my hand over hers, where it lay in her lap. A thin white scar traced across the back. I thought I’d like to ask her how she’d gotten it. “I agree.” She looked at me, almost startled. “It might be difficult. But at least neither one of us will out-age the other. That’s the one ‘difficult’ I’ve never been able to get away from.”

She pulled her hand away. “That’s the only reason you like me? Because I’m not going to get old before you?”

I grinned. “No. I just figured if I could make you mad, it would be a sign that you really do like me.”

Jahelia glared at me for the space of a few heartbeats, then grinned back. “Well, I guess that was talking. Is it time to fight again?”

“No. It’s time for this.” And I kissed her.

 


EPILOGUE – Luta 
Six Months Later

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE TANE IKAI slipped quietly through the wormhole into OS-G5V-03, the system we now more properly called Kelia Rrane, in translation from the Relidae language. A giant cloud of interstellar dust greeted us as we emerged into the system. Tinted scarlet by the scattering of light across its constituent particles and suspended against the black of space like an otherworldly painting, it reminded me of the entirely different circumstances under which I’d first seen it. Then I’d been ill, and we’d been lost and trying desperately to sneak back to Nearspace past hostile aliens. I would have worried then that deadly Chron ships waited in the shadows where thick pockets of dust at the cloud’s core blocked the light entirely, creating smudges of dark secrecy. Now I could merely appreciate its stunning beauty. The system’s star, yellow as Earth’s own sun, burned steadily in the distance.

“Laying in coordinates for Tabalo,” Maja said from the navigation console. Her fingers ticked over the board without hesitation and she spoke with a quiet efficiency and confidence that had grown under Yuskeya’s tutelage over the past half year. Her blonde hair had been gathered into a tidy knot at the base of her neck and she wore what we jokingly called her official-unofficial ship’s uniform—a transform t-shirt she’d set to match the dark blue of the Tane Ikai’s shipsuits, and dark bio-weave pants. She said it made her truly feel like part of the crew, which was amusing since the rest of us (apart from Viss) rarely wore shipsuits. But I thought I understood. It was an outward manifestation that she finally felt she fit in, here on the ship.

Maja and Yuskeya now shared the navigation console in easy cooperation. Yuskeya had put her newfound free time to good use, updating the Tane Ikai’s medical bay and carrying out the various Protectorate liaison tasks my brother set her. To say nothing of lending Viss a hand with his never-ending upgrades and overhauls. She actually seemed to enjoy it.

“Will you see Cerevare while we’re on Tabalo?” Maja asked. The Lobor historian remained a happy go-between on the Relidae planet, kept busy as diplomatic and trade relations among the Nearspace denizens, the Corvids, and the Relidae Chron continued to grow in scope.

I chuckled. “Maybe, if she has time. But we won’t be on Tabalo for long. We’re picking up supplies to drop at their orbital and a shipment of fryse for FarView.” I’d sampled the deep amber “wine” the Relidae produced when I’d been a guest on Tabalo, and many in Nearspace seemed to enjoy it as much as I had. It was in high demand on stations and planets all around Nearspace.

“I’m going to see her,” Rei said from the pilot’s board. “We set up a lunch date when I made my vacation plans.”

Baden snorted. “I guess Gerazan will be glad of the break.”

Rei cast a mock-affronted glance over her shoulder at him. “He’s joining us, if you must know. And don’t forget, this whole vacation thing was his idea.”

We’d be leaving Rei on Tabalo for three weeks. Lieutenant Gerazan Soto had been assigned to a Protectorate detail stationed in the capital city to work on expanding ease of communications between ourselves and the Relidae, and had invited her to join him for a vacation. Soto had a background in xenolinguistics as well as cryptography, which made him an excellent candidate for working with our new alien allies. I knew Rei was excited at the prospect of spending some time with Soto when we weren’t lost, being chased, under attack, or trying to prevent a war. We’d muddle along without her all right—plenty of us could serve on the pilot’s board when necessary. But I knew I was going to miss her.

“Incoming message for you, Captain,” Baden said from the communications console. He swung his head around to toss a grin at me. “It’s the Admiral, calling from the Cheswick. They’re in-system, so it’s realtime. Want to take it in your quarters?”

“No, put it on here,” I said, angling my screen so I could see the video feed. My brother’s smiling face appeared, and I recognized the view wall of his private quarters behind him. He wore a pale blue t-shirt, so I knew he must be off-duty. “Lanar! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Hola, Luta. Just doing a ‘diplomat swap’ on Tabalo, and I have a standing order for the bridge to let me know any time you come up on the long-range. Thought we’d have time for a chat.”

I had to smile. Lanar looked good. The peace talks with the Pitromae Chron, after a tense and difficult start, were now reportedly going well. As the looming spectre of war dissipated, my brother looked lighter, more relaxed. Now that the threat had lessened I realized just how heavily it had weighed on him.

“I hear the peace negotiations are still on track,” I said.

Lanar nodded. “Slow but sure. I think the dangling carrot of Mother’s research is working better than any stick. The Pitromae definitely do not want to be left out when the nanobioscavs go into production. Particularly if the Relidae are going to benefit from them.”

“She’s completely immersed in the process. I stopped off at Kiando a couple of weeks ago but she was on Damyadi Station for another meeting with Schulyer. Gusain said she’d only been home one week out of the previous four.”

“The last time I saw her, I asked what kind of a timeline they were working on to get all the approvals to put the nanobioscavs into wide production. She just muttered something unrepeatable about bureaucracy and idiots and changed the subject.” Although his tone was light, Lanar looked bleak for an instant.

I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, but over the link, I heard a door open on Lanar’s end. He looked up, away from the screen, and smiled, then dropped his gaze back to me. Whatever had been in his eyes was gone.

“I think she got too used to operating outside the system,” I said, not knowing who’d just entered. “She has to relearn some cooperative skills for working with other people.”

“Are you talking about me? I think I’ve become plenty cooperative.” Jahelia Sord leaned over Lanar’s shoulder and poked her head into the camera range. She’d dyed her hair again, and blonde curls tumbled around her face. Her grin betrayed the perennial streak of wickedness I knew she’d never lose. “You know what I was like when you met me.”

“Believe me, I shudder to think about it. However, I wasn’t talking about you this time, Sord,” I assured her. “I know you’ve become the soul of cooperation.”

“You should,” she said, sticking out her tongue impudently at me before dropping a quick kiss on Lanar’s cheek and moving out of the camera’s field of view.

I stifled a smile so Lanar wouldn’t catch me grinning. I knew that Jahelia Sord had done as I’d asked and allowed Mother to test and upgrade Jahelia’s nanobioscavengers. Not immediately, of course—that wouldn’t be Jahelia’s way—but in the end, she’d agreed to the procedures. Once Mother gave her the all-clear, and the threat level in Nearspace had dropped as peace talks started in earnest, Jahelia had worked some kind of magic and convinced Lanar to take a long-overdue vacation. They’d spent an entire month cruising aimlessly around Nearspace in Jahelia’s little ship, Shadow’s Eclipse, and had failed to discover anything about each other that they couldn’t live with. I was a little surprised to see Jahelia on the Cheswick, but I decided not to question it. They both looked happy, so that was all I needed to know.

“You’re keeping busy?” Lanar asked. “And staying out of trouble?”

“Are you talking to me, or Jahelia?”

He raised an eyebrow at me. “I already know what Jahelia’s doing.”

“He likes to think so,” Jahelia called from wherever she’d disappeared to.

“Yes, I am,” I assured him. “Both. Lots of new trade opportunities, particularly for us, since we’re already familiar with some of the Corvid and Relidae systems.”

“And no uptick in piracy to speak of,” Hirin said from behind me, making me jump. Intent on the screen, I hadn’t noticed him come onto the bridge.

Lanar narrowed his eyes. “No increase, or none to speak of?”

I shook my head. “We haven't seen any,” I said. “Hirin’s just teasing you. I honestly can’t remember when I felt so relaxed and safe, inside Nearspace or in Corvid or Relidae space.”

Hirin tapped lightly on my temple. “That’s largely in here,” he said.

I shrugged. “Maybe. It’s a long time since all we had to worry about was cargo dropdowns, fuel levels, and whether we had enough cinnamon pano and caff to last us until the next supply stop.”

“Let’s make a plan to get together soon,” Lanar said. “Maybe sometime next month we can catch up with Mother and Gusain for dinner.”

“I should see if Karro and Aliande are free,” I said. “Maybe even the kids, too. I could skip out to Earth and bring them along.” I half-smiled. “We’d better start messaging Mother now to have a hope of catching her, but sure. That would be great.” After working so closely with Lanar in our attempts to prevent a second Chron war, I’d realized that it was worth the effort to stay in closer touch and meet up more often. Nearspace was immense, but it took only a bit of planning to get together. It seemed that he felt the same way.

“Gis la revido, then, little sister,” he said with a grin. “Stay safe and I’ll see you again soon.”

“See you soon, little brother,” I said with emphasis. “Tell Jahelia I said goodbye for now.” We closed the link.

Hirin handed me a steaming mug of caff he’d brought from the galley, then pulled a skimchair over to sit next to me.

“Why are you frowning into your caff? Isn’t it hot enough?”

I shook my head and smiled at him. “It’s great. I just thought—maybe Lanar had something on his mind, when we were talking about Mother. But he didn’t say.”

Hirin sipped from his own mug. “Lanar always has something on his mind. Comes from being an Admiral in the Protectorate, you know. And now he has Jahelia there, too. It wouldn’t be strange for him to be a little preoccupied.” He tilted his head so that I’d be forced to meet the blue-grey eyes I knew so well. They were compassionate and honest as always, and held the ever-present hint of mischief. “Things are good, Luta. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

I shook myself a little and took another sip of caff. “You’re right. I’m not. It’s just . . . old habits, I guess. Like I told Lanar, this is the best I’ve felt in a long time. Trade is good, we’re all safe and happy. Things are . . . peaceful.”

Hirin chuckled. “Maybe too peaceful? The old trade route grind too tame for you now? You’re longing for excitement and danger?”

I punched him lightly on the arm, being very careful not to spill anything from either of our mugs. “No thanks, old man. I’ve got plenty of excitement just trying to keep you out of trouble.”

Hirin raised his mug. “I’ll drink to that. Now, where are we going to have dinner on Tabalo? The last time we were here, Den-Aldar told me about this little place on the outskirts of the city . . .”

I leaned back in my skimchair and sipped caff, letting Hirin make our dinner plans. In the distance ahead, the alien planet was merely another bright speck against the velvet of space, beckoning us forward. Forward, I thought. After a long time of searching for and being haunted by the past, it seemed we were all finally moving in a new direction. That had to be a good thing. I reached out and squeezed Hirin’s hand.

The Tane Ikai sped silently toward the planet, cradling and protecting us, bringing us with her to whatever the future held.
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