
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    The Borderlands  
 
      
 
    An untamed place of little law lying in the direction of the galactic core from Earth, it had been designated five hundred years earlier by a treaty between the Imperium and the Layeb Instrumentality, the two great powers of the Orion Arm, as a buffer zone, separating the Layeb from Earth and most of the region once belonging to the old Republic of Earth. That territory stood between the theocratic reptiles and the other major races of known space, the Delph, the Viridians and the Tatar. No ships of either government of any type were allowed in the Borderlands, and no new colonies could be established. Those that were already there were independent and neutral by interstellar law. 
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    Love at First Smell 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Noomi Bloodgood, Indri Mindsinger and Rastheln’iq, who was also known as Wormwood, sat around the table in the conference room on the uppermost deck of the Vishnu, an experimental ship that had been lost on its maiden voyage fourteen hundred years earlier in Earth’s early years of deep space exploration. The sole survivor of its crew, Joe Tull, was absent from the meeting, because, unlike the others, he was not a wanted criminal. The trio had escaped while on their way to the Imperium’s most secret prison, Purgatory, and had since searched for ways to eke out an income while staying out of the path of the Templars, an interstellar mercenary organization. They worked for many people, corporations and even governments. 
 
    “For the first time,” said Indri, a gray-skinned being who was completely hairless slightly and larger than the average human male, “we will have the opportunity to part ways and pursue our own goals, after we conclude our deal on Calu Ecu.” This was a dry, nutrient-poor world that lay along the boundary of the Imperium and the Borderlands, a lawless region of space some one hundred parsecs from Earth, designated by interstellar treaty as a neutral zone between the two great powers in known space, the Imperium and the Instrumentality. In simplistic terms, if Rigel lay at 4 on a clock with Earth at its center, the Borderlands lay between 12 and 2. Deneb, the closest major system claimed by the Layeb race of the Instrumentality and called Macorab by them, lay beyond this wild region of space. 
 
    “My needs are few,” said Rastheln’iq, a Vir plant man. He wore a coarse gown that allowed the passage of air and light through it. Over this he wore a floor-length vest of a darker hue that held many pockets. Its intricate pattern hid most of these. “I plan to set up a laboratory here in the Borderlands.”  
 
    Indri Mindsinger involuntarily shuddered. Wormwood had been sentenced to Purgatory after being convicted of inhumane experiments on sentient species, including Indri’s own, the Delph, who were descended from sea mammals. He could just imagine the types of experiments the Viridian scientist had in mind. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” said Noomi, who stood five feet tall and was covered in fine fur. She was a Tatar, a hybrid breed. Her garb consisted of a number of leather straps that concealed her more delicate features, and wrapped around both her arms and legs. At her breastbone reposed a large serrated-edged dagger. “Even if the Tatar didn’t run the Imperium, my people would never accept me back because I disgraced myself and was court-martialed by the Templars. I have no place to go. One place is as good as another for now.” She did not add that the Tatar were gregarious, and she preferred the company of others to solitude, so that the girl was in no hurry to strike out on her own. She had formed bonds with each of her crewmates. Indri was like an older brother to her, Rattlesnake, as she called Rastheln’iq, a teacher. Joe … she hadn’t yet figured out her relationship to Joe, but she liked him. The pair shared common interests. 
 
    “For my own part,” said the Delphite priest, “I need time to build a new resistance movement.” Indri had been convicted of acts of terror against the Imperium, as a member of a group devoted to getting their home planet and its colony worlds out of the fascist Imperium. The Delph were known for the friendliness and kindness, and many of them did not like their race participating in the Imperium’s brutal ways. “That will require money and contacts. Our profit at Calu Ecu will not be enough to finance what I have in mind. So I plan to stay on the Vishnu for the foreseeable future. A base of operations outside of the reach of the Imperium would suit my needs –” 
 
    “What about the Templars?” asked Noomi. They were known to have a presence in the Borderlands. 
 
    Before the Delph could respond, a short, compact human male with dark, unruly hair burst into the conference room. 
 
    “Bad news,” announced Tully, as former ensign of the Republic of Earth stellar navy Joe Tull was called. “Our cargo is full of space weevils! It’s ruined!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, there was no such things as space weevils, but Tully, who had lived fourteen hundred years earlier, was not yet conversant in all the terms in use in the Imperium, which used Lingua Galactica. When calamity had befallen the Vishnu on its maiden voyage, the resourceful Earthman had placed himself in cryonic suspension. This had saved his life as he’d hoped – but turned him into a Rip van Winkle, a man out of time. 
 
    “Tawlls,” Rastheln’iq pronounced a few minutes later when he observed the cargo of grain the Vishnu was hauling to Calu Ecu for sale. Both Indri and Noomi knew what these creatures were, and though Tully was unfamiliar with the term, he had seen them. His thoughts went to the farmers on Meyer’s World, who had sold them the grain. 
 
    “Those damn’ sodbusters!” snarled the Earthman. “They sold us rotten grain!” 
 
    “It’s unlikely they knew about the tawlls,” said Indri Mindsinger. “We inspected the grain ourselves and found nothing amiss.” 
 
    “Probably, the eggs were present but had not yet hatched on Meyer’s World,” explained Rastheln’iq as he sifted through the grain with a thin green hand, studying the tiny, multi-legged insects there. Meyer’s World was a subsistence colony founded by Johann Meyer, who was something of a crackpot. He was also nothing more than an amateur botanist and his colony had never prospered as he’d dreamed. Its members got by, and little more. It was not considered a trade world, but the crew of the Vishnu had happened upon it at just the right time – harvest; and found a short surplus of grain they thought they could sell for a profit at Calu Ecu, upon which certain plants were hard to grow due to its aridity and soil. Only narrow strips of land near shallow seas supported vegetation of any usefulness. Wood being in short supply, its buildings were made of stone, and the residents of Calu Ecu were known in the region as artisan stone workers; Calu Ecu in fact meant “stone cutters”. The four members of the Vishnu’s crew had planned to trade at some other planet with the stone artwork they planned to acquire, which they could sell for cash elsewhere. Now that plan was ruined, and they were back to where they were before Meyer’s World – minus the money they’d spent there, every spare stellar in their group operating fund. 
 
    “It looks like we won’t be splitting up any time soon,” Noomi Bloodgood observed ruefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Borderlands, being legally-designated neutral space, had no capital. But if did possess one, that world might have been Freeport, which lay some four parsecs in the direction the Vishnu had been headed when it had come upon Meyer’s World. With no other prospects, the four crewmembers decided to find out what opportunities Freeport had to offer. 
 
    It was the most important world in this ward – a collection of star systems bound together by commerce or culture or defense – named the Gordian Knot, of slightly more importance than the planet Commerce, mainly due to the system’s resources, possessing a planet that had an abundance of water. A gas giant was present, and Freeport quickly became a popular world, so popular, in fact, that the Templars built one of their Traveller Way Stations in the system. Always manned, these gave aid to those in need of help of a wide variety of types, from protection from bandits to ship repairs to re-supplying a craft in an emergency. Freeport was industrialized and a much wider variety of items was going to be available on the planet than at Commerce, which was a barter world. It was for rubes who hadn’t equipped themselves well enough before entering the Borderlands and those looking for something unique or personal. The planet was an ignorant tourist’s paradise, with its authentic native trinkets. A semi-formal government was in place on Freeport, which enforced rather lax laws. Freeport could be a dangerous place for one who did not know what he was doing.  
 
    Freeport was in a way the terminus of one of the main routes for those entering the Borderlands, for Tarxix, the port that was the jumping off point, lay just on the other side of the boundary in the Xuan Wu (“Black Tortoise”) Marches. Here, the Imperium lay three parsecs away. This somewhat helped explain Perga, better known as the prison planet Purgatory six parsecs vaguely in the direction of Earth from Freeport: It did not lie deep within the Borderlands, only two parsecs over the boundary, and voyages to it were much less likely to be detected by other parties. Still, it was a mystery why the Imperium would break the treaty over a prison planet, when there were hundreds of suitable worlds within that entity itself. It was puzzle, one that could not be solved with information available to the three escaped prisoners. 
 
    Tully, Noomi Bloodgood and Indri Mindsinger went planetside while Rastheln’iq stayed aboard the Vishnu. This surprised the Delphite priest, for he expected the plant man to want to bask in the sunlight of a new world – it was spring on Freeport. The Vir explained, when questioned, that he would be along shortly, perhaps the following day; he had work to do. And so, the three others left him to it, and Rastheln’iq instructed Pal, the boisterous robot that helped operate the ship’s mechanical systems, to meet him in the machine shop on deck 6. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The planet was uninhabited when found by explorers, and so started as a single city, Freeport. Civilization grew up around it over the centuries. Much of the surface was still wild and uninhabited. A lot of it was frontier settled by pioneers and malcontents. The world retained a strong independent streak that was reflected in its name. The spaceport Freeport lent its name to the planet, and then the system, which was officially a string of letters and numbers as it was catalogued in the library of the Society of Stellar Cartographers, a civilian organization that went back to the early days of Earth’s F.T.L. space exploration when small crews on caravels braved the depths of space in search of knowledge, wealth or fame. 
 
    The city outside the spaceport was an industrial one that manufactured goods. Freeport was the first real industrialized world they visited – civilized. A lot of opportunities waited, both in what could be purchased, and also in employment.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger and Noomi Bloodgood seemed natural companions, being, in many respects the most “normal” of the four crewmen of the Vishnu. While Tully, who had gone in search of a gaming house, was incorrigible, Rastheln’iq seemed unfathomable and inhuman. Not that those two did not have their good qualities and the Delph and the Tatar their faults. In the months the four had been together, they had developed a bond between them did not exist between any other two – except, perhaps, between Tully and the robot Pal. The Delphite priest speculated that this was because the robot did not make moral judgments about the Earthman’s self-serving behavior. 
 
    While the group’s operating fund was depleted, each individual still possessed varying amounts of money. With theirs, Indri and Noomi shopped for things they could not obtain on other planets they’d visited.  
 
    A large screen overlooked a central plaza outside the spaceport, which was of the highest quality. Only military bases had better. This broadcast news and entertainment in equal amounts, in short snippets that did not tax shoppers’ attention too much. Few would stop because they were engrossed in a particular story.  
 
    One story that appeared on the big screen got the attention of the two escaped prisoners: Their picture appeared with a large “10,000 stellar reward” emblazoned under the 3V image. Both Noomi and Indri recognized the scene: It had been taken from the security vid they’d turned over to Commerce authorities to receive the reward for capturing members of the Red Shift gang two months earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tully had found the gaming house he sought. He had collected a goodly sum at Halo, an asteroid mining operation near Commerce, by gambling, although not through entirely ethical means – he cheated when he couldn’t win fairly. Not that he wasn’t a good card player, but no one wins all the time. Tully was as good a cheater as he was a card sharp, so had not gotten caught – except by Indri, who sensed the foul play through psychomancy, rather than by normal means of observation. 
 
    The standard procedure that had been agreed upon was that the ship’s operating fund functioned as a fifth member of the crew: Whatever profit they turned, as a group, one fifth of it went into the fund. Likewise, one fifth of what any of them made individually also went into the fund, though the other shipmates received no portion of this. This is how the Earthman still had a stake with which to gamble on Freeport. 
 
    Tully found an open game and joined in. Hours passed as he played. Finally, it was down to him and one other sentient, an Orzagy named Count Blashko. Blashko was a suave looking fellow, a smooth operator who was charming and knew it. He impressed the rubes around the table but not Tully. The count from Orzag was dressed in black, a loose blouse and equally loose trousers that hid his frame. A silvery chain with ornate detailing hung about his neck. He had arrived with a cloak draped about his shoulders, but this was removed for play. As he studied him – the Earthman studied all his opponents, looking for weaknesses and tells – Tully decided that Blashko was probably older than he looked, and used cosmetics or some thirty-eighth century miracle drug to maintain his youthful appearance. 
 
    The human grinned wolfishly as he moved in for the kill. Blashko was running out of money – he carried a quantity of mikorn crystals, which was as good as cash on any civilized planet in the Imperium, the crystals being the basis of modern computing. Mikorn formed in large flat crystals which were natural data storers. They required very little refinement to be made ready for use. This made them practically priceless. A crystal half the size of a thumb was worth more than two hundred stellars, the currency of the Imperium. Two hundred stellars was the weekly pay of non comms in the Imperium navy.  
 
    Blashko was down to his last few crystals.  
 
    The Count was not a bad player, but neither was he a great one. Though he possessed an implacable demeanor, he bluffed too much. He had no tells that gave away his deception. But there was a pattern to his bluffing that the human detected; there were certain cards that signaled a bluff in general. He was bluffing now. 
 
    Tully moved in for the kill.  
 
    He pushed enough crystals into the pot to bankrupt Blashko. 
 
    Seeing this, the Count said, “I seem to be short of mikorn. I am willing to offer Cyat.” 
 
    Scowling, Tully asked, “What’s cyat?” 
 
    “Cyat is a jewel unlike any other, almost priceless. Cyat cost me a great deal of money to obtain.” 
 
    “All right, I accept. Now let’s see this Cyat.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should have foreseen this,” confessed Rastheln’iq upon hearing the news from Noomi Bloodgood and Indri Mindsinger. The pair had found him tending a small garden he’d created outside the rooms he’d claimed as his own at the aft of deck 3, where all the crew had made their homes. Two corridors converged at the back of the deck, and, by removing one of the quarters, the plant man had created a small triangular foyer outside the laboratories he used. Tender green stalks were already coming up out of the soil. “I was giddy with excitement after having obtained the software for Overdrive 2 and was not thinking clearly.” 
 
    Noomi grinned. “You? Giddy?” 
 
    Rastheln’iq gazed at her. “Perhaps an overstatement. It is the word that came to mind when thinking of the feeling animal races experience. I meant that my feeling was strong enough to distract me.” 
 
    “Vir have feelings?” the Tatar girl asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “Of course. We feel satisfaction and desire. If we did not, we would have no motive to pursue any endeavor. We do not possess emotions such as you experience -- strong, violent, passionate. Emotions do not compel us to act; our goals do. You might call our emotions ‘moods’.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” remarked Indri. “But what are we going to do about the alert? The Templars are probably broadcasting it on every civilized world for ten parsecs in every direction.” 
 
    “True,” mused Rastheln’iq as he continued to putter in his garden. The minds of members of the Vir race were spread out throughout its nervous system, rather like the ganglia of insects. This allowed them to focus on or do more than one thing at a time without impairing either action. A centralized “brain” controlled everything. “However, they cannot know where we are, not even that we are still in the Borderlands, not even that we are still together. Without knowing what our ship is capable of, they cannot estimate our whereabouts. We could be more than fifty-four parsecs away, into another ward, even out of the Xuan Wu Marches. They are fishing, and nothing more.” 
 
    “Despite that, there is still the real possibility that their efforts may produce results,” countered the Delphite priest. 
 
    “True,” agreed Rastheln’iq. “But there must be a number of Delph, Tatars and even Vir in the Borderlands. The Templars will need a genetic scan to ascertain our identities, and they must first learn our whereabouts and have cause for suspicion. There are a number of things we can do to minimize either of these possibilities. One might be to always be in the company of Tully, for the Templars do not know of him.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Noomi declared as the Earthman came into view. His face held a hangdog look, as if a penniless relative of his had just died. He shuffled forward sheepishly.  
 
    The Tatar girl grinned and laughed. “Did you lose your stake and now you’re as poor as the rest of us?” 
 
    “No, I won,” Tully muttered. “It’s what I won that concerns me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    The human waved a hand, and from around the bend in the corridor came a woman! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Noomi Bloodgood gasped aloud at the sight of the female, who was short and tanned, the skin of her torso spotted with large rust-colored patches. These became smaller, eventually disappearing, as they went down her limbs. These, as well as much of her torso, were bare. Her hair was the same hue as the spots, with a coppery sheen to it. She was a beautiful girl, possessing an indefinable alluring quality. The Tatar glanced over to find that Indri felt it, as well. Rastheln’iq, on the other hand, seemed oblivious to whatever the girl seemed to exude. 
 
    “This is Cyat,” said Tully in a sheepish tone. “I won her in a card game.” He went on to describe the circumstances of how this event had come about. All this while, the girl Cyat said nothing. She glanced about her, as if soaking in the environs which were to be her new home. 
 
    “I asked this Blashko what a cyat was when he offered her, and he told me she was a jewel. I thought he meant it literally,” Tully explained in an embarrassed tone. “How was I to know?” 
 
    “I warned you not to go anywhere alone,” Indri put in in a not unkindly tone. 
 
    Noomi grinned. “So Tully’s got himself a wife!” 
 
    “It ain’t like that!” the Earthman rejoined hotly. 
 
    “What do you propose to do with her?” asked Rastheln’iq. “We have never discussed it, but certainly we each should be able to recruit companionship as we see fit.” 
 
    “You desire companionship?” Noomi asked the Viridian scientist in a surprised tone. “You’re full of surprises today, Rattlesnake!” 
 
    “Every organism desires companionship at one time or another in its life,” the Vir replied without rancor to the Tatar’s nickname for him. Unlike many animal species, he did not find offense where none was intended. 
 
    “Welcome to the Vishnu, Cyat,” said Indri Mindsinger, coming forward to greet the girl, who could not have been much older than eighteen. 
 
    Noomi joined him. “If you have any trouble with this skivver, you just tell me,” she said. “Come with me. I’ll help you get settled in.” 
 
    Once the two women were gone, Tully looked pleadingly at the Delphite priest. “I tried to get rid of her but she won’t go. She says I won her so now she belongs to me. As far as I’ve been able to get out of her, her race is prized as concubines. They’re sold off by parents or family members like indentured servants, and, after a time, return to their planet.” 
 
    “Her race?” inquired Indri. 
 
    “Nefrati.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “What am I going to do?” asked the Earthman. 
 
    “You could sell her, trade her ….” 
 
    Tully’s face screwed up in distaste. 
 
    “You could give her some money and abandon her in Freeport. There are numerous passenger ships going in and out of its spaceport.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the human said hesitantly. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to be rid of her.” 
 
    “I do, but … there’s something about her. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having her around,” said Tully in a tentative tone. “For a while,” he added quickly. He turned and hurried to join the two women. 
 
    “There is something about her,” Indri observed quietly as Tully departed. 
 
    Rastheln’iq, watching the scene dispassionately, did not reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you get enough to eat, Cyat?” Tully asked the Nefrati girl one evening after supper. 
 
    “Zendes!” Noomi Bloodgood exclaimed under her breath. Casting her gaze in the direction of Indri Mindsinger, she muttered, “This version of Tully is worse than the last one. I can’t stand to see him mooning over that girl. I’m sick of it.” This had been going on for some days now. 
 
    The priest, born of a patient species, merely smiled at the Tatar girl’s discomfort. He was more puzzled than irritated by the Earthman’s behavior, for Tully was one of the more selfish and corrupt individuals that Indri knew, and, as a freedom fighter, he had associated with the worst that the galaxy had to offer. His attitude toward Cyat ran counter to everything the Delph knew about him. He had been no help strategizing, and when the pair departed the mess hall, he said so. 
 
    “What does it matter?” asked Rastheln’iq. “He is not wanted as we are, and would not have put much effort in keeping our necks out of the Templars’ noose even without the presence of the girl.” 
 
    Noomi snorted. “You said it! Look at all the trouble he’s caused us!” 
 
    “You sound jealous,” observed the Delphite priest. 
 
    “Not me,” protested the girl.  
 
    “Neither point is relevant,” interjected the Viridian scientist. “However, you might consider that he could have morally and legally ejected us at any time, stranding us wherever we happened to be. I can assure you, we would be in Imperium custody at this moment if that had occurred. We owe him our gratitude, no matter our personal feelings.” 
 
    “He’d still be a meatsicle if we hadn’t come along!” Noomi protested. 
 
    “True, and he could not have survived without our help,” said Indri. “Pal would have killed him if he’d come out of hibernation on his own; he has evinced no knowledge of how to operate the Vishnu, so would have died a slow death in the asteroid field where we found the ship; he would quickly have been robbed or killed after reaching a system, if he’d been able to. Objectively, I think the scales are fairly balanced, Wormwood.” 
 
    “I do not disagree,” said Rastheln’iq. “Wormwood” was a derogatory name given to him for his crimes against the sentient beings of known space. “However, Tully may evict us at his pleasure. We should never forget that.” 
 
    “Ha!” snorted Noomi. “If he tries that, he’ll find himself evicted!” 
 
    Indri, amused by the thought, smiled wanly. 
 
    “In Bringle society, the women are the rulers and the men the workers,” said Noomi Bloodgood. The Bringle were an animalistic species that had interbred with humans to produce the Tatar race. The Bringle D.N.A. was highly adaptable, making such interbreeding common. The species brought conquered races into their Dominion by this method, making them full citizens. 
 
    “There is a reward for each of us,” reminded the Vir. 
 
    Indri glanced at Rastheln’iq with alarm in his large black eyes. “You don’t think –” 
 
    “I do,” put in the Tatar glumly. “Let’s hope he never gets really hard up for cash.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you need me?” Tully grumbled. “You’re always telling me I get into trouble and I want to get back to Cyat.” 
 
    “You have been good at scrounging supplies,” Indri Mindsinger explained. “And Wormwood suggested that you would be good camouflage. Anyone looking for any of us would not expect to find us in the company of a human.” 
 
    Tully shrugged. “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    The Delphite priest found him all too agreeable, which was not in his nature as displayed over the past seven months. Of course, it was a considerably shorter period for the four refugees, due to the manner in which faster-than-light travel worked: The jump a ship made was practically instantaneous for its occupants, but in real space, a week passed. Actually, the four had been in each other’s company only a few weeks. Still, his behavior was puzzling. Perhaps the strain of his circumstances was fading with the presence of Cyat, and his gruff exterior was finally melting. Tully had to have been in some sort of shock after being awakened. Indri, being a priest, was quite in touch with his spirit, and decided to offer his counsel to the human. 
 
    “You seem quite content with Cyat,” the Delph said. 
 
    “I’m crazy about her,” Tully said, gazing at Indri with his chocolate brown eyes.  
 
    “What about setting her loose?” 
 
    The Earthman shook his head. “That’s crazy. I don’t know what I was thinking. I need Cyat.” 
 
    “You need her?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand. You’re not human.” 
 
    “Delph fall in love like many of the races in the Imperium,” countered Indri. “The emotion is not unique to humans.” 
 
    “You’d know what I was talking about if you’d ever been in love like I am,” explained Tully. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger was about to reply when a flash of red and silver came into his mind – a moment before two Templars came into view. They wore their traditional garb, silver berzelium armor on their torso, with a large collar-like protector and the lower portions of all four limbs, and all-covering red reflection cloth underneath. Helmets covered their features, a design that erased their individuality and made them anonymous brothers in arms. 
 
    The Delph gently pushed Tully into a side street in the direction of the spaceport. The pair hurried back to their shuttle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger called an emergency meeting when he returned to the Vishnu. All four crewmembers attended. 
 
    Though the ship had no true captain, the Delphite priest acted as spokesman for the group, because of his racial attributes and because he was the only one with leadership experience, both as a priest and as a freedom fighter. He was that rare individual in Delph society – a natural leader. Descended from herd animals that roamed the seas of Shadut, the Delph homeworld, the members of the race were more comfortable with group decisions and following a strong leader. They’d made excellent subordinates in the Concordat Federation stellar navy, and now served the Imperium equally well. Naturally curious, they were eager explorers, and much of humanity’s knowledge about known space had come from them. Their territory, before being formally absorbed into the Imperium seven centuries earlier, was the second largest after the Republic of Earth’s, followed by the Viridian Federation and the Tatar Confederation. The sizes of the Bringle Dominion and the Layeb Instrumentality were not precisely known. These six interstellar governments were the great powers of known space. 
 
    Upon hearing the Delph’s account, Rastheln’iq said, “We should stay where we are. An unannounced hasty departure would draw attention to us. If we stay aboard the Vishnu, the Templars have virtually no chance of finding us. We should leave when we are scheduled to leave or pay another docking fee.” They had already paid for a week, and a few days remained before their scheduled stay was over. “If things still look bad at that time, we can stay longer.” 
 
    Indri concurred, signifying his feeling by the nodding of his large, bald head. “A good idea. Tully and I had started a business transaction today. He will have to finish it without me.” 
 
    “Perhaps not necessary but prudent,” Rastheln’iq agreed. “There is very little reason for any of us to leave the Vishnu.” By “us”, the Vir meant the three escaped convicts, for the human Tully was not sought by the authorities. 
 
    “Tully can run any errand we need run,” Noomi Bloodgood put in. 
 
    “But I don’t want to be away from Cyat,” the Earthman complained. 
 
    “Then take her with you!” the Tatar girl exclaimed in a frustrated tone. 
 
    So, the next day, he did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ensign Joseph P. Tull of the Republic of Earth stellar navy should not have been on the Vishnu that day in 2302 when the prototype ship disappeared, being flung into the region of space later known as the Borderlands. His father, a prominent member of society, had pulled a few strings to get his son onto the ship. In his father’s eyes, Joe had not amounted to much in his thirty years on Earth, and his father was determined to see this change. Joe was expected to take over the family business in due time, and, in his father’s opinion, he was not ready to do so. A stint in the stellar navy was supposed to change that, and, as the elder Tull reckoned, serving on the first faster-than-light ship couldn’t hurt his son’s chances for recognition.  
 
    There had been no way to actually test the Overdrive – the prototype being called Stardrive – other than to put it on a ship and go. All the equations and computer simulations promised success. They were wrong. 
 
    Tully had rued the day he’d enlisted every day – until the day he met Cyat. Now, he could not imagine life without her, so he did as Noomi suggested, and brought her with him as he concluded the business Indri and he had begun the day before. This was the acquisition of several inexpensive but vital items. It seemed they were always thinking of something they’d forgotten at the last port. 
 
    In the Republic of Earth navy, Tully had acquired a reputation as something of a scrounger and wheeler dealer. He was the man to see when one of the crew needed something – unofficially. He was the crewman who made deals with other ships in the fleet to barter goods, running a small black market. Captains looked the other way, as long as the operation did not interfere with the running of their ships, for it was good for crew morale, as well as obtaining the occasional vital part that would take weeks to get through normal channels. 
 
    Of course, that was before the Vishnu and faster than light travel. Goods became much easier to obtain after the advent of Overdrive. But that was after the disaster of the loss of the Vishnu on its maiden voyage, during Tully’s fourteen century hibernation.  
 
    The Earthman came out of the general store with a box full of a variety of items, some of which were for use in the galley. Tully had recently been craving his infamous Diablo-9 hot sauce, which he intended on introducing his fellow crewmates to for turning him into their errand boy. 
 
    “Do you like spicy food, honey?” he asked Cyat, who was now clothed in garb more appropriate for the public. Tully had spent a fair amount of his own money equipping the girl with a new wardrobe. 
 
    The speckled girl nodded. “Yes. Spicy food makes spicy life.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Tully, grinning at the simple philosophy, “but don’t use too much. It’ll burn – well, it’ll burn whatever it touches. Bunch’a wise guys, making me their errand boy. And it’s my ship, even!” 
 
    “You must like them a lot,” remarked Cyat, her coppery hair fluttering slightly in the breeze. 
 
    For a moment, the Earthman did not reply. Then, he said, “They’re all right, I guess. The Vishnu’d be a lonely place with just Pal for company. He’s swell to talk to, but he doesn’t drink and he doesn’t play cards and he doesn’t get jokes. 
 
    “For a bunch of criminals, they’re all right. I’ve never seen them hurt anyone. In fact, they go out of their way not to hurt anyone … anyone who wasn’t trying to hurt one of them, I mean. They, uh, we handled those pirates real swell. They had it coming. They were going to steal the Vishnu and kill us all to do it. I let myself get captured as a distraction, which let the others attack by surprise.” 
 
    “I notice Indri Mindsinger often speaks for you.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, he speaks for us. That doesn’t mean he’s the leader,” Tully explained quickly. “I’m just an ordinary sailor. I wasn’t trained to speak or parley. I’m a navy man through and through.” 
 
    The two fell silent as they walked through the streets of Freeport. Several minutes passed before either spoke. Finally, Tully broke the silence. “I’ve been thinking … how do you feel about getting married?” 
 
    “If that’s what you desire,” responded Cyat. 
 
    “Not the most resounding ‘yes’, but I guess it’ll do,” said the human glumly. 
 
    Tully was so focused on his disappointment that he did not see the hands that reached out of an alley and pulled him into it until it was too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger found Rastheln’iq in his quarters, undergoing solar treatment. His lamp produced wavelengths closer to true sunlight than the artificial beams of ship lighting. Once again, he was nude. 
 
    “Wormwood,” said the Delph, “may I speak with you?” 
 
    “Of course,” came the Viridian scientist’s thin, reedy voice. “You wish to speak of Cyat?” 
 
    This question surprised Indri, and, for a moment, he was speechless. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I did not. It was a deduction.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You wish to tell me that you are attracted to the girl, correct?” 
 
    This time, the Delphite priest was shocked – for the idea was correct. “How did you know that, Wormwood?” 
 
    “Deduce,” corrected Rastheln’iq. “You are attracted to her, and are worried about your feelings.” 
 
    “I haven’t felt this way in a long time, Wormwood,” Indri confided to the plant man. “It doesn’t seem right. Cyat is not my type. But more and more, I find myself thinking about her … wanting her.” 
 
    “That is only natural,” remarked the Vir. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” protested Indri. 
 
    “Yes, it is. She exudes a powerful pheromone that attracts males. It is too subtle for your sense of smell to detect, but it is real, nonetheless. I ran some tests soon after she came aboard and confirmed my hypothesis.” 
 
    “You’ve known for days? But you didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “It is not my affair,” Rastheln’iq said simply. 
 
    Indri hesitated before speaking. He wanted to criticize Wormwood but decided against it. “What made you suspect?” 
 
    “The same thing we all noticed – the abrupt change in Tully’s attitude. I also detected the girl’s pheromones, but since I am not an animal, they had no effect on me, and so I ignored them. All animal species give off pheromones. Normally, these only affect that one species. The Nefrati is an unusual race. I would venture an opinion that this is what makes them so highly prized as concubines – for the way they make their masters feel. It has been said in many animal cultures that love is the most powerful motivator, sometimes surpassing the will to live.” 
 
    Indri said nothing as he digested the Vir’s words. 
 
    “Being in such close proximity for long periods, Tully is much more affected than either of you,” explained Rastheln’iq. 
 
    “You mean Noomi’s affected, too? But you said it attracted the opposite sex.” 
 
    “It does. But the Tatar sense of smell is so keen that Noomi is doubtlessly also smelling it without knowing it. It tells her she has a rival.” 
 
    “You think she is in love with Tully herself?” asked Indri. 
 
    “No, but under the right circumstances, any woman can become the rival of another. 
 
    “Noomi would doubtless deny it if you confronted her, by the way. It is purely instinctual and not conscious.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of doing that,” Indri replied. After a moment, he asked, “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “Stay away from her and replenish your quarters with fresh air after every time you are in her vicinity. Also, stay away from areas where she has been. Her scent lingers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wormwood. What about Tully?” 
 
    “You may try to reason with him if you wish,” answered Rastheln’iq. “I doubt you will have any effect on him. He ignored my counsel.” 
 
    “You spoke to him?” 
 
    “Yes. But as I said, he ignored me.” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger left the Viridian scientist’s quarters in a pensive mood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earthman Tully struggled in the grip of his assailant but found himself held fast. Whoever – or whatever – it was, it was stronger than he. A purring voice said to him, “Cut it out – it’s me.” 
 
    Relaxing, Tully turned to find the face of Noomi Bloodgood. With a frown, he pulled himself free from her grasp. “What was that all about? You scared me half to death.” 
 
    Grinning at her crewmate’s indignation, the Tatar girl explained, “I couldn’t very well yell out, ‘Tully! Over here!’ That might have attracted the wrong kind of attention.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the human mumbled. “You’ve got Templars looking for you. But now they’re after me, because I was on that vid with you!” 
 
    “They’re not after either of us,” Noomi growled. “They’re after her!” 
 
    For a moment, Tully was stunned into silence. Then he burst out, “Her?! You mean Cyat?” 
 
    Noomi nodded. “Yes. Their latest Q.E.D. alert is for her, not you and not us. I’ll explain once we get back to the spaceport. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “No argument there,” said Tully as he pulled Cyat along behind the Tatar.  
 
    They had gone a few blocks when Noomi put out a hand that held Tully back. Cyat almost stumbled into the human, so abruptly did he come to a halt. “Templars,” she warned. 
 
    Tully peeked out around Noomi’s lithe form. “I think we saw those two earlier.” 
 
    “We have to lose them before we reach the spaceport,” Noomi insisted. “Or they might tie us to the Vishnu – then we’d be in real trouble.” 
 
    “Right,” agreed Tully. Moving to shield Cyat’s body with his own as the Templars passed, he saw that she did not seem unusually perturbed by the circumstance. He wondered at the things she must have seen – and experienced, while in Blashko’s custody. It felt like his insides were being ground up to make sausage when he imagined it. 
 
    Noomi’s clawed toes suddenly barked Tully’s shin. “Pay attention!” 
 
    “Sorry,” the Earthman mumbled, not taking his eyes off Cyat. 
 
    “Come on,” the Tatar growled, impatient to get back to the safety of the Vishnu. Although she liked fighting and would even have taken on the two Templars, there was more at stake than a simple brawl. Behind those two mercenaries were four more, and behind them, eight more, etc. Depending on the ship they served on, there could be hundreds of marines on board. 
 
    Noomi led the way across the path of the Templar soldiers, taking the shortest path back to Freeport’s spaceport. They ran across two more patrols, the latter of which was very near their destination. The mercenaries expected Tully to try to flee with his prize, if he had not done so already. 
 
    Once the three arrived at the spaceport and began making their way to the two ships, Noomi Bloodgood explained, “I’ve been watching the Templar alerts, looking for some clue as to what they knew about us. These came straight from Count Teip Stroble, who is legendary in the Templars. He’s in charge of security for Templars in the Xuan Wu Marches. Cyat was in their newest alert. From what I put together, she belongs to Viceroy Chenry Vriotlefey!” The Earthman vaguely recalled the name – he was the Imperium’s governor of the Xuan Wu (“Black Tortoise”) Marches. 
 
    Tully’s eyes went to Cyat. “Is that true?” 
 
    The spotted girl nodded. “I belonged to him before Count Blashko.” 
 
    “And how did Blashko get you from Vriotlefey?” Noomi demanded. 
 
    “Through another man, who had me stolen from Lord Chenry,” Cyat answered, seemingly without any guile. 
 
    “Blashko hired men to kidnap you?” asked Tully. It was difficult for him to say “steal”, because that term referred to objects, not people. 
 
    “I do not think so,” said Cyat. “I think the man who had me stolen realized that he had made a serious mistake and wanted to be rid of me as soon as possible. He struck a deal with Count Blashko.” 
 
    Tully wondered if the Count had lost Cyat on purpose to get rid of her, but decided against it. He’d also lost a lot of money, as well. Unless he was so wealthy that it didn’t matter to him.  
 
    Noomi’s voice interrupted the Earthman’s ponderings. “Okay, enough talk. Here’s the Vimana. Get in your shuttle and get back to the Vishnu.” She watched as the pair departed, then went inside the cargo transport that she’d flown, and prepared it for takeoff. Listening for the nameless shuttle’s flight clearance on space traffic control – the Tatar understood their coded lingo – she waited until Tully and Cyat were safely on their way before she took up the Vimana. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger met the trio in the lowest deck hangar bay of the Vishnu, once the air had replaced the vacuum of space, and the three had disembarked their ships. “The Templars have broadcast Tully’s image from the other day. They have not, as yet, tied him to us or the Vishnu.” 
 
    The one bit of luck the Earthman possessed was that he was not known to the Imperium or the Templars – he had never been genetically scanned. A vid might be very good, but it was still just a vid. If Tully was not found in the company of Cyat, it might be hard to convict him in a court of law. However, the Templars had no interest in convictions, only results. If they got hold of Tully, they’d torture him until he talked, and then do whatever Chenry Vriotlefey told them to do with the offender who had stolen his concubine. The Viceroy might be interested in who took her – or he might just want her back. In the latter case, the Templars would find some charge to place Tully into local custody and forget about him. They were not big on revenge. Their business was money. 
 
    Leading the way to the main elevators at the bow of the Vishnu, Indri set the lift in motion, stopping it at deck 3 so Cyat could get off, then it continued upward to the uppermost deck, where the bridge, the main computer and conference room were located. 
 
    Noomi and Tully found Rastheln’iq waiting for them in the conference room. He now wore one of his coarse cloth robes, and looked up at the newcomers when they entered. “Indri must have told you the news.  
 
    “What are we going to do, Rattlesnake?” the Tatar asked the plant man. She had trouble pronouncing his true name, and preferred calling him “Rattlesnake” to “Wormwood”. 
 
    “I am not certain. This virtually traps us here, for the Templars would surely search any departing ship.” Their arrangements with planetary governments gave them a wide latitude in the power they exercised. In the Borderlands, they were the law, for even without their treaties, there was no force to oppose them, should they choose to exercise their might in an unlawful manner. 
 
    “Fortunately,” put in the Delphite priest, “we were able to re-stock a fair amount of our supplies, and so we can avoid having to go planetside for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “The Templars won’t give up,” Noomi said in a grim tone. 
 
    “We are aware,” said Rastheln’iq. “I see no option but to wait.” 
 
    “We do have another option,” Noomi said slowly. 
 
    “Oh, no,” interrupted Tully. “You better not be thinking of what I think you are. We’re not turning Cyat over to the Templars.” 
 
    “As much as it pains me,” Indri said, “we may have no choice. We can only stay here for so long, even if that period is weeks.” 
 
    “I consider it a last resort,” announced Rastheln’iq. “Doubtless, whoever took her to the Templars would fall under their suspicions. A simple genetic scan would tell them who any of us truly are, and that sentient would immediately be placed under arrest. Whether that being would lead them to the rest of us is secondary. 
 
    “The only one of us who would have a chance of getting through the process would be Tully, for he is known only to have been in the girl’s company. He can easily claim ignorance, having come forward once he learned about the girl’s circumstance.” 
 
    “He can only claim that for so long,” remarked Indri. “This proposition has a time factor.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do it!” Tully broke in angrily. “The money I won will pay dock fees for a month. We can wait that long at least.” 
 
    “You really do have it bad,” Noomi said in a surprised tone, knowing her crewmate’s attitude toward wealth. In response, the Earthman glared at her. 
 
    Indri opened his mouth to speak, but saw Rastheln’iq wave him off with a curt gesture. The Delph reflected that telling Tully the truth would probably not serve any useful purpose, and remained quiet. 
 
    “Without that option,” said the Viridian scientist, “we can only wait. Perhaps the Templars will finally assume that Cyat has left the planet and give up searching for her.” 
 
    “Maybe we can lay down a false trail for the Templars to follow,” Noomi suggested. “If we can get their ship to leave Freeport for even a few hours, we can escape ourselves.” 
 
    Suddenly, Pal’s voice boomed over the Vishnu’s intercom system. “The hangar bay door is opening!” 
 
    “Shut it, Pal,” said Rastheln’iq emotionlessly. 
 
    “Doing so will damage the door and the shuttle, and possibly the Vishnu, sir,” replied Pal. 
 
    “Then do nothing,” said the plant man. “We will deal with the problem ourselves.” 
 
    “Alfred,” said Indri, addressing the Vishnu’s A.I. A bit snobbish, he was named after a famous twentieth century butler, according to Tully. “Is Cyat still aboard the Vishnu?” 
 
    A few moments later, Alfred said, “A lifeform scan does not detect her, sir. She is not here.” 
 
    Tully jumped up from his seat. But before he had taken two steps, Noomi Bloodgood grabbed hold of his collar, stopping the human in his tracks. “You’re not going anywhere, skivver.” 
 
    The Tatar restrained the Earthman while they discussed what to do. 
 
    “I would not like losing the shuttle,” said Indri, “but we can if we must. The Vimana is the more important craft.”  
 
    “I like the little ship,” Noomi put in. “It handles like a dream.” 
 
    “Likely, she will abandon it at the spaceport and we can retrieve it later,” observed Rastheln’iq. “And if not, I agree with your assessment.” 
 
    “Let me go,” Tully first demanded, then, when he saw this was having no effect on his crewmates, pleaded for his release. But this, too, fell on deaf ears. 
 
    “Pal,” Rastheln’iq called out. “Command 2.” Turning to Noomi Bloodgood, he said, “You may release him now.” 
 
    As Tully rushed from the conference room, the Tatar girl asked, “What did you do, Rattlesnake?” 
 
    “Command 2 locks the Vishnu down,” the Vir explained. “No one can leave or enter the ship until the order is countermanded.” 
 
    “You mean until you give the order,” Indri accused. 
 
    Rastheln’iq nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Tully’s not going to like that,” observed Noomi. 
 
    “I expect not,” agreed the Viridian scientist. 
 
    “I don’t want to move on from the point that you are capable of shutting down access to the Vishnu,” the Delphite priest said with some emotion. “Who are you to make such decisions for the rest of us?” 
 
    “I am by far the most intelligent of us, the most rational, and my special commands to Pal have saved us more than once.” 
 
    “Agreed, but you are not our leader,” countered Indri. 
 
    “And neither are you. You are free to examine my commands to Pal, if you choose. You have but to ask him. They are not secret.”  
 
    This took some of the wind out of Indri Mindsinger’s sails, and he calmed down. After some minutes, he asked Pal where he was, and went to question the robot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, the Templars broadcast a message canceling their earlier alert: The fugitive had been found and was in custody. 
 
    When Tully heard the news, he was distraught. “We’ve got to go rescue her!” 
 
    “Come with me to sickbay,” said Rastheln’iq. He signaled Indri Mindsinger to ensure the Earthman complied. Parts of the plant man were delicate and could be easily injured, and he was no fighter. He had no desire to try to force Tully to go with him. 
 
    In sickbay, which was next to the Viridian scientist’s laboratories at the aft of deck 3, Rastheln’iq injected Tully with a solution, explaining, “This is a mild sedative. It will help you sleep. You will feel better when you awake.” 
 
    After the besotted Earthman departed, the Delph asked the plant man, “Was that truly a sedative, Wormwood?” 
 
    “Of course,” answered Rastheln’iq. “Along with something I have been working on to counteract the effect of Cyat’s pheromones. There is enough for you, Mindsinger.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Indri assured the Vir. After a moment, he remarked, “You actually did something compassionate for Tully. I’m … surprised.” 
 
    “Do not mistake a kind action with compassion,” answered Rastheln’iq. “In his current state, Tully cannot be trusted. I merely returned him to a more efficient condition.” 
 
    Indri allowed himself a small smile. “If you say so, Wormwood. If you say so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Treasure Hunt 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that the Templars had left Freeport, the crewmembers/passengers of the Vishnu felt relatively safe leaving the ship once again, and spent considerable time on the planet, a well-deserved respite from recent voyages, tribulations and labor. They had recently relocated their quarters to another deck with the help of Pal, the Vishnu’s ship systems operator. He was indispensable in the running of the vessel, which had, when launched, held a crew of one hundred seventeen. The experimental Overdrive, enabling craft to travel faster than the speed of light by bending space, had malfunctioned, throwing the Vishnu hundreds of lightyears off course. It had also driven Pal mad and he’d killed the crew, with the exception of cook Joe Tull, who’d placed himself in cryonic suspension, where he was found fourteen centuries later by three escaped convicts on their way to Purgatory, the most secret prison planet in the Imperium, one of the two major powers in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. 
 
    Except it wasn’t in the Imperium at all. It was actually located just over the boundary in the Borderlands, a lawless region created by interstellar treaty five hundred years earlier, and officially neutral. The four outcasts had been struggling for months to survive, figuring the place safer than returning to the Imperium where they were wanted criminals. No one was looking for them in the Borderlands – except the Templars, a powerful mercenary organization with treaties with virtually every planet in the Imperium. They had come to Freeport on a matter unrelated to the four refugees – until the criminals accidentally involved themselves, and escaped by the skin of their teeth through the sacrifice of a third party. 
 
    The move to deck 4, where the galley, gymnasium and other recreational rooms lay, had taken days. The quartet had time to spare since they had paid a dock fee which would go to waste if they departed early, there being no refunds. Being refugees, none possessed many belongings, and once the heavy work of removing walls thereby tripling the space of each individual, small, lower status quarters, relocating did not take long. Now, Noomi, Indri and Tully spent their evenings on Freeport, while Rastheln’iq was busy planting crops on deck 3, part of which he had already commandeered – the aft section where sick bay and dual laboratories lay. Now he had free run of the entire deck. Growing their own crops on board the Vishnu – the cleared space on deck 3 was almost three hundred feet long and half that distance wide – would cut down on their expenses considerably, food being one of their two major expenditures. 
 
    Indri, a hairless priest descended from cetaceans, Noomi, a half-human half-animal chimera, and Tully, a human, once again supped in Clintro’s Pleasure Emporium, a tavern they had made their unofficial home away from the Vishnu. While most of the quartet were cash poor, Tully, an inveterate gambler, had been flush upon his arrival at Freeport after winning a goodly sum in a card game. This had led to the predicament that brought the Templars after them, so, feeling somewhat responsible, he uncharacteristically treated his compatriots to dinner every evening for the remainder of their stay at Freeport. 
 
    At a nearby table in Clintro’s sat a number of sentients on this day. They were not garbed as workmen, nor clerks, nor noblemen. They wore the clothes of individuals of action. There were six of them, two females and four males – at least it appeared that way. Sometimes this was difficult to discern in certain species. A Niall – a member of an avian race – was speaking in chirping tones. 
 
    “We know the approximate location of the ship,” said the Niall, its head, at the end of a stalk-like neck, bobbing. “No one else does. We should search immediately.” 
 
    “We dink we know de location,” interjected a short, squat heavy-gravity worlder with burnished skin. It shimmered in the soft light of Clintro’s like metal. “We do nod know. No one does. No one reporded id for cerdain.” 
 
    “Yuncan is not far off, Bronk,” pointed out a third being. This one’s flesh had the hue of a lemon. This resemblance to the sour fruit did not end there. His head was an oval, with slight bumps at his chin and the crown of his head. A small tuff of fine greenish hair grew from both bumps. His nose was large, beakish, casting a noticeable shadow over the lower half of his round face.  
 
    “Eavesdropping is a bad habit,” Indri Mindsinger told Noomi Bloodgood in a low voice. The Tatar girl’s cat’s-eyes darted to him. “I couldn’t help it. That one there is carrying a Taklar K-38 beamer. That’s a pro’s gun. These guys are serious. Now, sssh … they’re getting to the good part.” 
 
    “I heard it was a survey scout,” said one of the females. Bright plumage sprouted from her scalp, but she did not otherwise resemble a bird. Closer inspection would reveal very fine hair, rather than feathers. Her legs were very long, comprising more than half her lithe body. 
 
    Survey scouts had been around a millennium or longer. Human deep space exploration had started with civilians, while Earth governments were busy developing habitable planets. The daring men who braved the hazards of open space formed a club, of sorts – the Order of the Nucronium Caravel, nucronium being a mythical element resistant to all damage and a caravel a sea ship designed for exploration that was popular on Earth in pre-space age times. The Order had little in the way of formal bylaws. It was mostly a place to gather to swap stories of exaggerated adventures, rather like the old gentlemen’s clubs of Victorian London. It was a collection of explorers, traders, and crackpots, but it provided accurate maps of stars and their planets in every direction from Earth, which was a great boon to the colonization of space, through the efforts of the civilian agency the Society of Stellar Cartographers, which had begun as an amateur organization in Earth’s twenty-first century when exo-planets had first begun to be discovered. It took the raw data provided by the Order and turned it into something pioneers could use. 
 
    This intrigued the young Tatar girl. What could beings such as those at the next table want with a survey scout? They did not appear to be salvagers. Perhaps they had fallen on hard times? 
 
    “They haven’t decided if they are going to look for a derelict,” Noomi whispered. “If we hurry, we can get there and claim salvage on the ship.” 
 
    “What ship?” Tully asked, unaware of what had been said at the other table. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood took hold of one of the Earthman’s hands and jerked him to his feet. “Come on, Indri.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Delphite priest replied in a patient voice. “We will discuss this in private back aboard the Vishnu.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Studying the astrographic map they had purchased some time earlier, Rastheln’iq remarked, “Yuncan is three parsecs away. It lies on the edge of the Venge.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Indri Mindsinger asked. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “It is a peculiar region of space here in the Borderlands where the laws of physics do not always seem to apply, and when they do, it is not in a regular or constant fashion. The area has been investigated by a number of ships, all of which that ventured into the Venge were lost without trace.” 
 
    “And you want to go in there,” Tully said accusingly as he glared at the Tatar. 
 
    “We will not need to go into the Venge if we decide to go to Yuncan,” corrected Rastheln’iq. “The edge of the Venge, near Yuncan, is at least a parsec away. It has not moved since it was first measured. It is not expanding. That suggests something immovable is at the center of it,” the plant man mused almost to himself. “The original boundary of the Borderlands was to be set at the Venge, but it was decided that it was too uncertain to rely on as a boundary, and the one we use today was chosen.” 
 
    “This is an opportunity,” agreed Indri. “A derelict that no one else has picked over could prove very valuable, both for what we can salvage and what we could sell the hulk for.” 
 
    “But won’t that identify us to the maritime authority or whatever you guys use?” asked Tully. 
 
    “Not if we deal with a third party,” answered Indri, who had some knowledge of getting around official channels in his life as a freedom fighter. “We can take what we want and sell what remains, en bulk, to a professional salvage operation. There must be one here on Freeport.” 
 
    “That way, our names stay out of it,” Noomi concluded with a grin. “I like it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Tully grinned boyishly, thinking of the wealth that was possible. 
 
    “We may find some necessary equipment and software,” Rastheln’iq put in, thinking of the primitive state of the Vishnu. 
 
    And so it was decided.  
 
    Two hours later – two weeks passed in real space – the Vishnu arrived in the Yuncan system. It possessed no habitable planets, being filled with rocky, airless worlds and gas giants, the largest of which had given its name to the system, the star’s designation being a string of numbers and letters. There was one place in the system that supported life although it was only plant life, and that was the moon of one of the gas giants. The sun was a young star, and its planets younger still. Conspicuous animal life was absent on the satellite world, and if it existed in microscopic form, no one had bothered to look for it. Its atmosphere being highly oxygenated and its land being mineral poor, settlers had found little reason to colonize the miniature planet. 
 
    And then there was the Venge. The Yuncan system was home to an energy anomaly that was thought to be an effect of the Venge, which lay a parsec away. It was difficult to pin down, and since the source was so close, the system had never undergone any sort of formal investigation. Of course, the main reason was that this was the Borderlands, which had no central authority. If the Venge had been in Imperium territory, it would have been investigated, classified and marked. Here, it was an amorphous region without clearly defined boundaries. 
 
    There was no immediate sign of the nameless derelict those on the Vishnu sought. Hours passed as they searched. Rastheln’iq spent his time studying the anomalous energy readings, his attention not being required for the search. The Venge intrigued him. 
 
    “A wild goose chase,” Tully grumbled after nearly a day of looking for the rumored derelict. He then had to explain what that meant to Indri and Noomi, which did not improve his mood. 
 
    The trio decided to abandon the search. As they made preparations to depart Yuncan, Rastheln’iq’s thin, reedy voice came over the ship’s intercom. He was in the sensors and communications room at the aft of the Vishnu on deck 5. “The energy anomaly is not coming from the Venge,” he announced. “It is coming from the habitable moon. I wish to investigate.” 
 
    The three on the bridge exchanged glances. Each knew Rastheln’iq, or at least understood his single-minded obsession with scientific knowledge. Indri Mindsinger stated what they were each thinking. “It will do no good to argue with him. We have already wasted our time coming here. A little more time won’t hurt us.” 
 
    “No,” agreed Tully. “I, for one, don’t want to listen to him complain if we don’t let him get his way.” 
 
    “Well, he’s done so much, I don’t mind giving him a few more hours,” Noomi Bloodgood put in. “His knowledge has come in handy on a number of occasions, and we don’t have anything better to do. We’re making just enough to get by doing odd jobs on Freeport.” 
 
    “That is true,” Indri agreed. Into the intercom, he said, “Very well. What would you like us to do, Wormwood?” 
 
    The Viridian scientist, who had long accepted the use of the derisive term for himself, said in an emotionless tone, “I will be there shortly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Rastheln’iq had trained the Vishnu’s sensors on the surface of the nameless satellite of Yuncan, the largest planet in the system, and found the region where the anomaly originated, the three escaped convicts took the shuttle down to investigate. They did not know what to expect, but the Viridian scientist assured his companions that whatever was causing the weird phenomenon, it was not harmful to organic life. Since he was rarely wrong, they took him at his word and accompanied him.  
 
    Tully elected to remain behind, as he often did, not being particularly interested in going into possible danger, and instead volunteered to watch the ship in the absence of his crewmates. Why he continued this pretense was a mystery to Rastheln’iq, since the Earthman had admitted to being a coward; the ways of the animal mind were not always easy to understand, the plant man reflected. 
 
    The Vir, watching the sensor plates of the little shuttle as it descended, suddenly announced, “There is something here … a large quantity of metal on the surface.” 
 
    “Could it be the lost ship?” Indri Mindsinger queried with some excitement in his voice. 
 
    “Very possibly,” answered Rastheln’iq. “Normally, I could answer you more certainly, but the energy anomaly is affecting the sensors.” 
 
    Indri’s large black eyes went to Noomi Bloodgood, who piloted the craft. “Is that going to affect your ability to land?” 
 
    The Tatar girl grinned. “No. I could land this thing blindfolded.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “Was that a joke?” Noomi asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “No,” answered Indri. 
 
    “Which way to the ship, Rattlesnake?” asked Noomi. Then, guided by Rastheln’iq’s instructions, she flew the shuttle unerringly toward the site. Whatever the Viridian scientist had detected, it did not seem to be affecting the avionics of the small craft.  
 
    Within moments, a shipwreck came into sight. 
 
    “That,” announced Noomi Bloodgood, “is a scout ship.” 
 
    Scout ships were a type of vessel, rather than a class. They came in various shapes, but were of similar small size with only the barest of armaments. They acted as exploration ships or couriers, not warships or cargo vessels, equipped for little more than long voyages. The configuration of this ship was plainly that of a scout. Since the Order of the Nucronium Caravel was an informal organization, not all its members used its insignia on their ships – and not all owners of scouts belonged to the Order, so the lack of such an identifying symbol in this case meant nothing.  
 
    As the Tatar girl brought the shuttle safely down on flat ground not far from the shipwreck, she said, “Well, we know that Rattlesnake’s weird energy readings didn’t cause the scout to crash.” 
 
    “This explains why we could not detect the ship from space,” announced Rastheln’iq as his visual organs studied the sensor readings. “Even at this proximity, the ship’s power plant is virtually undetectable.” 
 
    The three disembarked and made their way to the shipwreck, which lay at the other end of a clearing created by the crash. 
 
    They found it in bad shape. It would not fly again. It was still mostly in one piece, however, which gave the trio some hope of salvage possibilities. They entered through a jagged rent where two seams had separated on impact, and began their explorations. The group had no means to salvage the Overdrive, as much as they desired a more powerful one, and, since it was obvious almost nothing had survived intact at the aft of the craft, the three headed toward the cockpit. They passed a few corpses on the way.  
 
    As they walked, Noomi said, “There’s something about this ship … it seems familiar.” 
 
    “Perhaps you were on a vessel of this design,” suggested Indri. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” agreed the Tatar. “But there’s something else, something I can’t put my finger on.” 
 
    “Perhaps it will come to you,” Indri said encouragingly. Once in the cockpit, where two more bodies lay, broken and twisted, Rastheln’iq began working on the computer. He tried to get it functioning, but there wasn’t enough power remaining in the ship to do that. It looked in good shape, and he had begun removing it when Indri Mindsinger exclaimed, “There’s someone coming!” 
 
    “Survivors?” queried Noomi. 
 
    “I –”  
 
    A large transport ship about the size of the Vimana came into view as it descended from the sky. But it was not the Vimana. This was a vessel none recognized. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Indri said in a tense voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three pairs of eyes – or, in the case of Rastheln’iq, what passed for eyes in the plant world – watched as the new ship came down and landed nearby. It was about the size of the Vimana, but triangular in shape, its aft engines oversized. Lightrunner was emblazoned on its hull.  
 
    None of the three escaped convicts were particularly surprised when they saw a Niall, a broad, burnished-skin man, a lemon-headed male, a woman who appeared to possess a feathery crest, and a tall beast-man with tusks projecting from his lower jaw. The crew of the Vishnu recognized them as five of the six seated nearby at Clintro’s on Freeport, from whom they’d heard of the lost scout ship.  
 
    “How do you think they found us so quick?” asked Noomi Bloodgood. 
 
    “They probably spotted the Vishnu. You said they didn’t know the exact location of the derelict,” replied the Delphite priest. 
 
    Gesturing for Noomi to follow him, Indri went to one of the tears in the hull of the shipwreck nearest where the Lightrunner landed. He called out, “This salvage is ours. It is already registered with the Cosmotime authorities on Freeport. 
 
    “However, we would not be adverse to sharing what is here. There is enough for both our parties.” 
 
    “I hope that works,” Noomi said in a low voice. “We’re out manned and outgunned.” 
 
    “I think not,” returned the lemony fellow. He wore a legless magenta tunic with a dark green cloak draped over his narrow shoulders. Black leather gloves covered his narrow, three-fingered hands and on one hip sat a neat little beamer in a holster. “I think it unlikely you have registered a claim, which means that this salvage is still open.”  
 
    That is not what it meant, precisely, but Indri and Noomi got the point: They could be killed and no one would ever know. The other group could claim the salvage rights without dispute. 
 
    “They’re moving to surround us,” the Tatar girl said as she spied the five separating and disappearing behind features of the terrain. This was uneven, and rife with lush vegetation that had been disturbed by the crashing ship. It had cleared a path almost a hundred yards wide and more than three times that length. The site made a good landing spot, and was rimmed in tall jungle trees. The lemony fellow had disappeared into the green. 
 
    Moving to defend their flank, Noomi told Indri, “I’m not waiting for them to fire first, just so you know. If that guy sticks his lemon head out, I’m making lemonade.” 
 
    “Understood,” returned the Delphite priest. He got glimpses of some of the intruders moving about, creeping closer. They understood how to use cover to their best advantage, and he did not get a good opening to fire at them. He pointed his Zammer out the opening to discourage them nonetheless, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Indri squeezed the trigger again. Again, nothing happened.  
 
    He checked the battery – empty! 
 
    But before he could warn Noomi, her voice came through the ship, “My guns are dead! All three of them!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri and Noomi waited for an attack that did not come. 
 
    “Their weapons must be as useless as ours,” observed the Delph. 
 
    “I’d bet they have others that don’t require energy,” Noomi said grimly, referring to daggers and the like. The big furry one possessed tusks, also, and the Niall a vestigial talon that could be used in combat if it was exposed. Pulling her own broad-bladed dagger from its breastbone sheath, she said, “Well, so do we.” 
 
    “Come on, Wormwood,” Indri called. “Our weapons are useless and we are outnumbered. We’re going to have to make a run for the shuttle.” 
 
    “Very well,” came Rastheln’iq’s voice as he appeared in the corridor. It held a tone of annoyance that was not usual to the plant man. “The computer is a model 6 and it is in working order. It is virtually priceless. We must have it.”  
 
    “Some other day, perhaps,” answered Indri, “but not right now. We have to worry about getting off this planet alive first.” 
 
    As the trio hurried to the opening they had entered the wreck through, Rastheln’iq said, “By the way, this is not a survey scout ship. It is a Templar courier disguised as a scout vessel.” 
 
    “No wonder it seemed familiar,” said Noomi. 
 
    As intrigued as he was by this idea, Indri said, “We can’t worry about that now.” 
 
     “I agree,” added Rastheln’iq. “And the day is not yet lost.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” queried Noomi Bloodgood. 
 
    “Merely that the future cannot always be predicted.” 
 
    “Oookay. Indri?” 
 
    “Prognostication is not one of the Seven Arts that I am proficient in,” the Delphite priest answered. 
 
    “Swell,” the Tatar muttered as she followed the two males. Finally, they reached the rent through which they had entered the wreck. “The coast looks clear,” she said, not spying any of the intruders with her cat-like eyes which possessed triangular pupils. “At least we won’t have to worry about being beamed.” 
 
    A clear path to the shuttle existed, it having landed in the wake of the crashed Templar courier. The trio started the short journey. When they had reached almost the mathematical midway point, three of the intruders appeared from the depths of the green jungle: The lemon-headed man, the Niall and the Hi-G male. 
 
    “If I know my ambushes, the others will be,” Noomi said as she glanced over her shoulder, “behind us. Right.” Her suspicion was confirmed by the presence of the big, furry thing and the feathery-headed female. 
 
    “I do not recommend fleeing into the jungle,” said Rastheln’iq as he pressed forward. “They could disable our ship and strand us here to die – assuming that the Vishnu has not already been disabled or destroyed.” 
 
    “That seems a fair assumption,” Indri said as he charged forward. 
 
    “If Tully didn’t desert us,” Noomi snarled, guarding their rear. “Damn’ coward! 
 
    “Rattlesnake, take my dagger.” 
 
    “I would not know what to do with it,” returned the Vir. “And I am not entirely defenseless.” Reaching into one of the chances of his multi-pocketed vest, he withdrew a small device that the Tatar did not recognize. She watched him throw it carelessly in the direction of the two behind the trio. It exploded in mid air in a plume of thick, inky liquid that fell upon the two intruders like a hard rain. Contact with the substance brought yowls from both the furry giant and the thin, long-legged woman. 
 
    Impressed, Noomi ran to catch up to her comrades. “Got another one of those?” she asked Rastheln’iq. 
 
    “No,” he answered. “I am not a walking arsenal. I carry a few items I think might come in handy. I am not equipped for war.” 
 
    Noomi sped ahead to join Indri as he threw himself at the trio of intruders standing between them and their ship.  
 
    The Niall lashed out with a talon, missing the Delph. The bird-like male exclaimed something in a surprised tone. He had moved quite quickly, and was not accustomed to missing his target. 
 
    Indri flung an open hand at the creature’s beak-like proboscis. It landed soundly. The Niall staggered back, momentarily stunned. The Delphite priest did not wait to see what effect his blow had. His leg swept out, catching the backwards-looking lower limb of the bird-like being. It crashed to the ground. He moved in for the kill. 
 
    The Niall sprang to his feet in a thoroughly ungraceful but effective manner. He hopped at Indri, his legs flailing. Small sharp spurs jutted from his heels – the equivalent of a cat’s dewclaw. Taken by surprise, Indri fell victim to one as it sliced his gray flesh.  
 
    Seeing that not much gray-black blood came forth, the Delph ignored it and shot out a hand. The Niall countered it with a leg that Indri brushed aside – his blow was a feint – and threw his own foot up. It caught the bird-creature squarely in the torso. The Delphite priest heard hollow bones crunch as the Niall fell back.  
 
    On the ground, he gasped for breath. Indri moved closer, warily, but the consciousness if not the life was leaving the Niall. Kneeling beside the bird creature, the Delphite priest took its arms and crossed them over its heart.  
 
    “Wh-what …,” he chirped. 
 
    “Pai-ti, the martial art of the Delph,” explained Indri softly as he watched the Niall die. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sparks flew as Noomi scraped the edge of her dagger against the burnished skin of the heavy gravity fellow. This probably meant his flesh possessed a significant mineral content, which would make injuring him even more difficult. The Tatar danced away when he reached for her, for once she was in his grasp, he could squeeze her into a bloody pulp. 
 
    The Hi-G man was quite quick on his feet. This would have surprised most sentients but not Noomi: Normally, a large bulk indicates slowness, but in the lesser gravity of a world such as this, heavy gravity beings moved sprightly, for their mass possessed a mere fraction of its natural weight. He lunged at Noomi, almost had one hand about her slim ankle when she wriggled free before the vise-like appendage closed. 
 
    The Tatar sprang away. She knew better than to play games with such a dangerous opponent. The Hi-G male was probably the most lethal of the five, lacking beamers. Noomi led him into the jungle. There, her agility would be more than a match for his might, no matter how fast he was. Returning her dagger to its sheath, she shinnied up a tree and watched the big man follow her into the dense green brush. “Over here,” she called. 
 
    With a low growl, the Hi-G fellow launched himself at the tree. It shuddered when he struck it. Noomi, high up in the branches, was jostled, but clinging to the limb with the claws on her hands and feet, was in no danger of falling. Neither was the tree in danger of being knocked down. She had chosen it carefully. 
 
    After two more impacts, the Hi-G man peered up into the branches. Seeing Noomi, he muttered something in a guttural language that she did not understand. She watched as he rummaged around through the broad green leaves low to the ground.  
 
    When one of his hands emerged with a stone, she exclaimed, “Yikes!” 
 
    He threw the rock at her. It whizzed by her, closer than she would have liked. When he bent to locate another stone, Noomi leaped to another tree and disappeared into the green. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Both our sides stand to lose in this battle,” Rastheln’iq said to the lemon-headed being, who appeared to be the leader of the intruders. 
 
    “Or one stands to gain while the other loses,” countered the being. From one black leather boot, he withdrew a long metal stiletto. “My name is Threstle Kiwiness. Prepare to die.” 
 
    The lemon-headed fellow came forward, jabbing at Rastheln’iq with the slim blade. Expecting the attack, the Vir backed away. He saw that Threstle Kiwiness knew what he was doing – using the little blade to stab rather than slash. The plant man had no defense. He retreated, the lemon-skinned man in pursuit. 
 
    Rastheln’iq ran in a circular route, in order to avoid the two he had maimed with his chemical bomb. He did not know the pain tolerance of either of his victims, and they might be able to retaliate sooner than expected. Unfortunately, this gave Threstle Kiwiness opportunities to stab the Vir – which he did.  
 
    Yellow ichor spewed out from the second wound – Rastheln’iq was leaking his life fluid. He stumbled but kept running. Though the blade was slim, it could puncture vital areas of his anatomy as well as a bigger one. 
 
    Threstle Kiwiness, toying with the wounded Viridian scientist, struck again, this time in a leisurely fashion. Rastheln’iq was slowing, and unable to avoid the blows of his enemy. He fell, and struggled to get up.  
 
    Standing over him, the lemon-headed man raised his stiletto for the kill.  
 
    “Wait,” said Rastheln’iq, reaching into a pocket. “I have something worth my life.” 
 
    “Then I shall take it from your corpse.” 
 
    “It is unlikely you will be able to open the lock,” replied the Vir. “It is quite valuable, and therefore, quite secure.” 
 
    Threstle Kiwiness squinted at the wounded plant man. “Very well. But cautiously.” 
 
    Rastheln’iq did as he was instructed, slowly removing a small oblong thing of metal from a pocket. It indeed looked valuable to the lemony fellow. “What is it?” he inquired. 
 
    “You understand that I am a plant?” the Vir asked. 
 
    Threstle Kiwiness nodded. That much he had gleaned. 
 
    “I call this insect repellent,” Rastheln’iq said as he released a cloud of gas designed to irritate the cells of every type of animal life.  
 
    Choking, Threstle Kiwiness backed away. Through the mist, the Viridian scientist saw him suddenly go limp and fall to the ground. This puzzled Rastheln’iq, because his creation was not supposed to kill – only repel. Perhaps there was something unique about the lemon-headed fellow’s bio-chemistry. He was thinking about re-formulizing the mist when another figure loomed as the cloud dissipated.  
 
    He recognized the voice that said, “Are you all right, Rattlesnake?” 
 
    Stooping, Noomi Bloodgood hauled the Vir to his feet. Seeing his wounds, she asked, “Are you going to make it? We’ll be back to the Vishnu in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I will recover. I am a plant. The fool attacked me as though I were meat. I do not have the same internal organs to injure as you,” Rastheln’iq said as the Tatar hoisted him onto her shoulders and made her way toward the shuttle. They found Indri near the entrance. 
 
    Taking Rastheln’iq from Noomi, he slammed shut the door of the shuttle while she hurried to the cockpit. “They’re not going to get through berzelium with knives and claws!” she laughed. 
 
    “No,” said Rastheln’iq, now on his own two feet. “But we do not know what their vessel is capable of. If the Vishnu still exits, we will be safer there.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” the Tatar girl returned sourly. Dropping into the pilot’s seat, she began preparations for take off. Silence greeted her efforts. “We have a problem. The engine core is dead. Zero, zip, nada. There’s not an iota of energy left in it. We’re not going anywhere in this thing.” 
 
    “I would say that this is impossible, except that it has happened,” the Viridian scientist said as he limped into the cockpit and studied the gauges. Not even these were functioning. The shuttle appeared to have no power at all. 
 
    “It must be the same cause that drained our weapons,” Indri said tightly. 
 
    “Well, now we know what Rattlesnake’s energy anomaly does!” Noomi Bloodgood declared in a sour tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the Tatar had tried the mozna radio and found it also inoperable, Indri Mindsinger said to his erstwhile patient, “Our options have become rather limited, wouldn’t you say, Wormwood?” 
 
    “An obvious conclusion, yes,” agreed the plant man. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Noomi. 
 
    “Considering that our ship being bereft of power is a new development, I have no plan,” said Rastheln’iq. “We seem to have time enough for me to formulate one.” 
 
    “I’d say our immediate concern is dealing with the remaining three,” said Indri. “They can’t be happy we killed two of their colleagues, self defense or not.” 
 
    “They get larger shares now,” Noomi pointed out. The observation was met with silence. Rastheln’iq seemed to be thinking while Indri ignored it as he moved to the pressure hatch of the shuttle, and cracked it open.  
 
    Seeing no one, Indri moved around to the front of the craft. From there, he spied the trio of survivors at the periphery of the clearing. The furry giant and the feathery-haired female had recovered from whatever Rastheln’iq had used on them. The dark fur of the big creature was clumped together in dark patches, while the woman’s flesh was red and splotchy in places, burned by the caustic substance. 
 
     The Delph wondered for a moment what it had been intended for, since the Viridian scientist did not go about armed. 
 
    The burnished-skinned heavy gravity sentient had dragged the corpse of Threstle Kiwiness into the brush. The Niall’s body lay untouched. Indri speculated that this was because the bird-like creature was unarmed, using only his own natural body weaponry, while the other might have any number of things hidden on his person. 
 
    “You’ll find your craft won’t fly,” the Delphite priest called out. This was met by silence. 
 
    “If we could leave, we would,” Indri continued. “Therefore it should be obvious that we cannot. Neither can you. We will need to work together and pool our resources to escape this moon.” 
 
    “You won’d be gedding offa this moon,” the Hi-G’er shouted back. His voice was a booming bass. “Alive.” 
 
    “That settles that,” the Delph murmured as he entered the shuttle, closing the hatch behind him. Returning to the cockpit, he heard Rastheln’iq’s voice: “It is imperative that we seize control of their ship immediately.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Noomi. 
 
    “It has been here a considerably less span of time that our shuttle has,” explained the plant man. “It may still possess enough power for liftoff. All we need to do is make it into orbit.” 
 
    “Assuming the Vishnu is still there.” 
 
    “Yes,” nodded the Vir. 
 
    “They don’t wish to parley,” announced Indri. “I heard what you said. How do you propose we implement your idea?” 
 
    “That heavy G skivver is no pushover,” announced the Tatar. “The female doesn’t look like much without a beamer, and I can probably take the furball but we still have to deal with the big guy.” 
 
    “Pai-ti, the Delphite martial art, has ways to deal with larger opponents,” put in Indri Mindsinger. “But a heavy gravity being is largely immune to those ways. His mass is simply too great.” 
 
    “Between the contents of this shuttle and those of my vest,” said Rastheln’iq, “I believe I can provide a suitable distraction.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind, Rattlesnake?” Noomi Bloodgood grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not many minutes later, the three latecomers to the moon of Yuncan observed a small writhing column of very black smoke billowing up out of the shuttle. Knowing no ranged attack awaited them, they moved closer to investigate. 
 
    “They won’t last long with all that smoke in their ship,” said the feathery-haired woman. “If that shuttle is really without power, their air replenisher isn’t working.”  
 
    The furry giant growled something. 
 
    “Yes, but why else wouldn’t they take off?” the female countered. 
 
    “Id doesn’d madder, Meru,” evinced the Hi-G’er named Bronk. “We owe them for Threstle and Birdie.” 
 
    “They must have burned something out trying to jury-rig the engine.” 
 
    The heavy gravity being grunted his pleasure at the thought. “Now we finish them.” 
 
    The furry giant growled his agreement as the trio approached cautiously, expecting an ambush.  
 
    While the two males circled either end of the shuttle, the feathery-haired female named Meru displayed remarkable agility by leaping onto the top of the ship in a single jump, a distance of more than fifteen feet. Finding no hidden danger, she moved toward the source of the smoke – the pressure hatch. It was pouring from the portal, which was slightly open, possibly in an effort to vent the noxious fumes. She could smell them from her position. 
 
    It all looked like what it seemed to be, but Meru waited for her comrades to arrive, just in case. 
 
    Bronk yanked the hatch door open, unafraid of what might lie inside. His condensed musculature was resistant to heat to some degree, so he did not fear flames. The hatch was cool enough to his touch to indicate that no raging inferno awaited him on the other side of the door. 
 
    The hatch to the airlock opened to disclose a small chemical fire, producing more smoke than heat. The inner door was still sealed shut.  
 
    It was all a trick. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Running for the intruders’ ship, Noomi, Indri and Rastheln’iq did not see their three enemies discover their ruse. But the Delphite priest sensed it. “Wait a moment,” he said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    The Viridian scientist welcomed the respite, for he was wounded, even if not gravely so. He slumped against the trunk of a large tree. Noomi kept an eye on him; if she had to carry him, she could. He only had the mass of a large human child or adult female. 
 
    A few moments later, Indri announced, “Let us be on our way.” 
 
    “What about your idea?” the Tatar asked, pulling Rastheln’iq to his feet. 
 
    “I made them think we are going to the shipwreck,” the Delphite priest smiled. 
 
    Noomi could not suppress a laugh. “That’s genius! We should have no trouble now.” 
 
    They did not. 
 
    The three escaped convicts found the Lightrunner well named, for it possessed a small Overdrive engine. 
 
    They also found the transport well stocked when it came to food and drink – and weapons, only the non-powered type being of any use now, of course. In addition to the usual necessities, the ship’s passenger cabin held many comfortable seats and a lounge with galley, as well as a small area to treat the wounded. The Lightrunner was an expeditionary vessel. But none of the three took the time to avail themselves of the ship’s bounty. They had more pressing matters on their minds. 
 
    Dropping into the pilot’s seat, Noomi checked the gauges – they were all dead. Even with the engine off, the power plant should have been bursting with energy, but it was dead, its carolinium core drained.  
 
    “Dead,” the Tatar announced. 
 
    “Not an entirely unexpected status,” Rastheln’iq said without emotion. 
 
    “We had to try,” Indri put in. “Don’t blame yourself, Wormwood.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have enough food to last us awhile,” Noomi said, trying to brighten the mood inside the ship. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    But the trio did not have long to ponder their predicament, for the three surviving owners of the Lightrunner soon returned to their craft just as darkness was falling. 
 
    Seeing them, Indri called out to the trio, “Your ship is as dead as ours. There is no immediate way off this moon. I told you we must work together to escape.” 
 
    After a moment, the woman’s voice came back. “You may be right. I’m sure if you haven’t left us here, it’s because you can’t leave. We should work together.” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger glanced at his two compatriots. “She’s lying. They intend to betray us at the first opportunity.” 
 
    “It is what I would do, given the chance,” said Rastheln’iq.  
 
    “I can’t say the thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” admitted Noomi. “Well, what now? Let them in and betray them before they betray us? I can’t say I’m in favor of fighting on their home ground. There may be all sorts of nasty surprises hidden in here that we don’t know about.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Indri. To those outside, he said, “All we want is the computer from the wreck and to leave in peace.” 
 
    “That sounds fair to us,” said the feathery-haired female. 
 
    “Still lying,” the Delph announced ruefully. He called out, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Everything else in the wreck,” said the woman. “Your offer sounds fair.” 
 
    “You three should come up with a plan how to get off this moon,” suggested Indri through the door. “We shall do the same.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let us in now?” came the irritated voice of the female. 
 
    “I think we should all sleep on it.” 
 
    Profanity in at least three languages erupted outside the Lightrunner. 
 
    Noomi grinned at the sounds. “I don’t think they liked that.” In a more serious tone, she added, “If we’re going to fight it out, I’d rather get it over with sooner than later. We may have other problems to deal with later. I can see in the dark and you have your psychomancy, Indri.” 
 
    “I can also see in the dark,” announced Rastheln’iq. “I detect radiation not visible to many of the animal species. The radiation given off by Yuncan illuminates this world quite nicely for me.” 
 
    “Then we should strike tonight,” said Indri. 
 
    “They will be weak from hunger in a few days,” Rastheln’iq reminded his fellow convicts. 
 
    “Huh-uh,” said Noomi. “If it was me, I’d be using my time out there to create ranged weapons like spears. And there might be plenty of food out there, for all we know.” 
 
    “True,” agreed Indri Mindsinger. “The sooner the better.” 
 
    “Very well,” conceded the Vir. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the wee hours of the night, when circadian rhythms tell animals to sleep, the trio of fugitives disembarked the Lightrunner, after having rested for a few hours. The three enemy adventurers were not difficult to find. They concealed themselves, once again indicating that they were professionals who earned their livelihood in a dangerous manner. 
 
    Though they had disguised their location well, it was not proof against the senses of the three fugitives of the Imperium. 
 
    Rastheln’iq, as a plant being, and Noomi Bloodgood, as a night hunter, could both see well in darkness. Indri Mindsinger’s eyesight having evolved in the waters of Shadut, the Delph homeworld, the priest could also see in the dark, though to a lesser degree of success than his two compatriots. His task was the most difficult – dealing with the heavy gravity worlder. 
 
    The three fugitives had discussed a strategy for defeating the three latecomers to the moon of Yuncan. 
 
    It was thought that Rastheln’iq would be undetectable to the furry giant, for he emitted no odor as animal species did, at least none that would interest a meat eater such as the brute. Predators tracked by scent, and giving off none recognizable would give the plant man the advantage of surprise. 
 
    Despite her experience and natural fighting ability, Noomi could probably not injure the Hi-G’er. If so, it would have to be some particularly vulnerable area like his eyes – which would put her in dangerously close proximity to him. So she was to fight the feathery-haired woman, then, if possible, aid Indri. 
 
    Pai-ti, the Delphite martial art, had both offensive and defensive components. While the offensive moves would not be very effective against such an opponent, the defensive ones might very well save Indri’s life. That was the plan, anyway. 
 
    Prior to leaving the Lightrunner, Rastheln’iq had shed his clothes. Noomi had not seen him without clothes before, and his appearance startled her. He had never looked less like a sentient being. He reminded the Tatar of one of those insects that camouflages itself as a plant or part of one to ambush its prey. 
 
    A chill ran through Noomi despite the humid heat of the night. She had never before been frightened by Rattlesnake – as she affectionately called the Vir. Now, she considered that perhaps he was the most dangerous of the three criminals. She could see how he had acquired his reputation as “Wormwood”. 
 
    Noomi had also removed her clothing – such as it was – a contraption of leather straps onto which she had affixed a number of holsters and pouches. None of these would do her any good now, and the slight squeaking of the straps might give her position away. Her only accouterment now was a large serrated-edged dagger. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger retained his loose clothing, tunic and trousers. This was not due to modesty, however. Although exposing flesh was not uncommon in Delph society, it was not normally practiced in the company of others races, more to spare those members embarrassment than the Delph.  
 
    The Delphite priest took up a position on the edge of the clearing, many yards from the impromptu encampment of the professional adventurers, as Noomi scaled a tree and moved in. Indri watched as Rastheln’iq disappeared into the dark foliage, which was almost black in the dim light of the night sky. The plant man was the most vulnerable of the trio, for he possessed no combat skills, and was rather fragile, having neither exo- nor endoskeleton for protection. In some ways, the Vir was more resilient than many animal species, being able to recover from temperature extremes that would kill creatures, for example. But his mass was insufficient to afford him much protection from impact damage. 
 
    Rastheln’iq moved as silently as he was able through the vegetation, though, in the stillness of the night, this was not very quiet at all. It attracted the attention of the sharp-eared beastly giant – just as the plant man expected. 
 
    “Where are you going, Buch?” came a female voice.  
 
    Buch – the furry monster – barked in response and kept moving. When he heard the furry creature plunging through the jungle in search of him, the Viridian scientist stopped moving. The giant, he calculated, hunted like many predators – relying on sense of smell to track, hearing to detect the movement of nearby prey, or sight to spot a flash of sudden movement. As long as he stood still, Rastheln’iq was immune to detection by the monstrous creature. 
 
    The giant slowed his pace when he failed to detect stimuli that roused his hunting instinct. He was confused. He was accustomed to his charging about setting others to fleeing, which made them easy to find. This had not happened. 
 
    Rastheln’iq was poised motionlessly amid the stalks of the underbrush. In broad daylight, which was rather diffuse due to the distance of Yuncan and its moons from its sun, it would not have been impossible to walk by him without being aware of his presence. In the dark of night, he resembled any one of the various plants in the jungle.  
 
    He did not even breathe. He could go without carbon dioxide for longer periods than most animals could without oxygen. And certain sections of his anatomy took in atmospheric gas discreetly through aspiration, like insects. 
 
    When the great beast passed in front of the Vir’s position, the plant man expelled a plume of yellow gas from his mouth that he had breathed in before nearing the enemies. Buch, unable to avoid it, breathed it in and promptly began sneezing. Not being an animal, Rastheln’iq was immune to the effects of his creation, which he had been holding in what passed for lungs for a few minutes. 
 
    The furry giant’s mighty form shook with convulsions as he sneezed, unable to stop. 
 
    Enraged, the creature thrashed about, breaking stalks and low branches with his powerful limbs as he sought the source of the attack. But the force of his rampage was blunted by his sneezing fit.  
 
    Rastheln’iq normally carried a number of gadgets with him that could not truly be called weapons, but served a variety of uses. These had all been rendered useless by the moon’s unusual energy field. His vest also contained a number of chemicals that singly, or when combined, could produce a variety of results. He had mixed a few concoctions on the Lightrunner to deal with his animalistic opponent. The sneezing gas was one of those. Now, the Viridian scientist moved to apply the second such chemical. 
 
    Rastheln’iq’s hands, slick with the slimy substance, brushed across the fur of the giant as he thrashed about. Then the plant man moved away and waited, becoming all but invisible again.  
 
    The liquid worked its way down into the fur of the beastly giant Buch, driven by his own movements. His flesh absorbed the substance. It seeped into his bloodstream. 
 
    Rastheln’iq waited patiently.  
 
    Minutes later, the creature’s limbs grew stiff. His momentum carried him forward, causing him to pitch onto the jungle floor. His body shook as he attempted to regain control of his limbs, to no avail. He gulped in air, unable to get enough. 
 
    Rastheln’iq’s neurotoxin paralyzed the big creature’s muscles, including the ones that allowed him to draw in breath.  
 
    Buch stopped breathing and died a few minutes later. 
 
      
 
      
 
     Noomi Bloodgood moved silently through the high branches of the towering trees. These grew to enormous heights because of the moon’s low gravity, which was somewhat less than standard but not so reduced that ordinary movement was hampered. 
 
    Perching herself in the fork of two limbs, she watched the three adventurers. It wasn’t long before the tusked giant’s ears pricked up, and he wandered off into the brush to locate the scent’s source, growling a few words to his two comrades. 
 
    Noomi, down wind from the encampment, smiled. She, too, heard Rastheln’iq moving through the jungle, inaudible at this range to any of those below but the monstrous giant. 
 
    After a few moments, Noomi began calling out softly to the two that remained, imitating the cry of a bird. It was not a very good imitation, but it didn’t matter. She got the attention of the two adventurers. That’s what counted. That was her intent. 
 
    From her position, the Tatar heard the feathery-haired woman say to her companion, “I’ll handle this, Bronk. It’s coming from up in the trees.” 
 
    This was exactly the reaction that Noomi Bloodgood was hoping for. 
 
    “Be careful, Meru,” grunted the Hi-G’er named Bronk. 
 
    Noomi watched the female called Meru leap up onto a limb, and repeat the action, quickly attaining the canopy where the criminal refugee concealed herself. She was astonished at the feat. The woman’s mode of travel was worthy of a professional gymnast. Even the Tatar could not duplicate it. Meru possessed amazing leg muscles.  
 
    After one last call, Noomi moved away. 
 
    From her new position, the Tatar watched the one called Meru make her way through the trees, scanning for the source of the faux birdcalls. She moved slowly, but sure-footedly. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood concluded that the woman could not see in the dark as she could. She was also unaccustomed to brachiation, apparently, for she never used her hands – unlike the Tatar, who was able to locomote using any of her four appendages, and did so in the trees. Here, Noomi had the advantage. She could move as easily along branches as she could on the ground. 
 
    When Meru came within range, Noomi launched herself at her opponent. The lithe woman sprang away, landing on a lower branch. The Tatar followed, using her claws for traction. 
 
    This time, instead of fleeing, Meru lashed out with a long leg. Noomi twisted to avoid it, but her momentum carried her into it. The foot slammed into her midsection like a sledgehammer. It knocked the Tatar back, off the branch. Like a cat, Noomi righted herself midair and landed safely on a limb below. 
 
    Meru leapt down after her foe. Noomi dodged aside. A foot followed her. Then another. The feathery-haired woman kept up the attack, pressing the Tatar girl so that she could not respond in kind. 
 
    Noomi dodged and dodged, but did not retreat. Finally, she grabbed a foot that came at her. She held it fast as Meru tried to pull it free.  
 
    Her leg strength was tremendous. She finally wrested her foot loose, leaving skin beneath Noomi’s claws. 
 
    The foot was tender. Meru favored it now. 
 
    “Kickboxer, eh?” Noomi grinned savagely. “You might have had a chance on the ground, but up here, I’m in my element. I don’t care how agile you are, you’re no match for a Tatar at height.” 
 
    Meru glanced downward to the ground below. “You may be right.” 
 
    Noomi was surprised when no desperate attack came. Instead, the feathery-haired woman dropped to a lower branch, and began descending to the jungle floor as rapidly as she was able. 
 
    The Tatar girl scrambled after her foe. She caught Meru before she had reached the ground. Noomi’s body struck the other’s back, sending the two women in separate directions. Meru went off the limb, her fingers clawing for a hold as she fell. They were not strong enough to arrest her descent and she plummeted to the ground below. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood, holding onto a limb by the claws of her fingers, which were sunk deep into the cellulose, gazed down at the lifeless form of the feathery-haired woman, Meru. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Part of pai-ti, the Delphite martial art, was movement by stealth. Indri Mindsinger, a defrocked priest of Telmadot, quietly moved close to the impromptu encampment of the three surviving professional adventurers. Only the short, squat heavy gravity male named Bronk remained, his two compatriots having been drawn off by the Delph’s own companions. 
 
    The Delphite priest had given much thought to the prospect of dealing with the Hi-G’er. Not many possibilities had presented themselves to him. Really only one that he felt had a chance of success. The others were merely delaying tactics. 
 
    Fortunately, Rastheln’iq had scanned the topography of the area as the shuttle landed, and the Delph recalled this quite well. 
 
    Focusing his attention on his opponent, Indri gave his mind a nudge using psychomancy. It could not be used to control the minds of others, but it was possible to suggest certain thoughts or actions to another being. He prodded the massive Bronk out of the camp, and away from the clearing where the courier ship had crashed. 
 
    The Delphite priest, who had caused the Hi-G’er to feel that he was being observed, took up a parallel course, thinking it was better to avoid direct confrontation for as long as possible. This might allow him to survive the inevitable encounter. The best way to do this, he’d decided, was to remain undetected by Bronk. 
 
    Indri remained concealed quite effectively as he led the massive man by the mental ring in his nose, driving him further and further into the jungle. At a mile from the camp, the roar of a mighty river became audible. It grew louder as the priest prodded Bronk. 
 
    At the edge of the roaring river, the heavy gravity fellow stopped. The presence of the water broke the spell he was under. He gazed about, searching for some sign of the sentient he was seeking, but found none. 
 
    Bronk turned, and made to return to the camp. But something stopped him. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger now showed himself, stepping from the dark foliage at the river’s edge some distance from Bronk. Despite his psychomantic skill, the Delphite priest could not force his enemy to jump into the river, where he would undoubtedly drown, his tremendous weight preventing him from escaping; for, unlike normal sentients, the mass of heavy gravity beings kept them from floating in water. They sank like stones. 
 
    The Hi-G’er went into action, glad to have at last found his quarry. Due to his enhanced musculature and lesser gravity of Yuncan’s moon, he moved extremely quickly – more quickly that the Delph could. Bronk sprang across the intervening distance in three long bounds. He pounced, expecting to catch his prey in his hands, which would then crush the life out of him.  
 
    When Bronk was in the air, Indri leaped up over the rampaging Hi-G’er. Thanks to psychomancy, the Delphite priest hovered in the air, just a moment, before returning to earth. Bronk whizzed by underneath Indri – and kept on going. The momentum of his enormous mass drove him to the bank of the river and into the water. He thrashed about as the rushing water took him away, sinking from sight almost immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger found Noomi Bloodgood as he made his way back to the clearing. Rather, she found him, for she had come silently upon him. She was practically on top of him before he heard her. But his psychomancy had alerted him to her presence some minutes before. She seemed to be toying with him, trailing him for some distance before revealing herself. 
 
    “You may reveal yourself,” the Delphite priest announced, spoiling the Tatar girl’s fun. 
 
    “I wanted to see your pai-ti techniques,” Noomi pouted. “I’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “We can spar in the Vishnu’s gymnasium if it still exists and we can reach it.” They walked for a time without speaking. Each knew what the survival of the other meant – the death of their enemies. While Indri was troubled at taking a life, no matter how necessary, he sensed no such remorse in Noomi. Hers was a natural born killing species, and they accepted death as a natural part of life. 
 
    “Wormwood?” the Delph asked finally. 
 
    Noomi shook her head. “No sign of him. But I found the big furball.” 
 
    That meant Rastheln’iq had survived, as well. Indri wondered where he could be. 
 
    Suddenly, a star descended from the dark night sky. It grew larger and larger as it came down – obviously a ship. But whose? 
 
    “That’s the Vimana!” Noomi exclaimed, recognizing the transport’s silhouette against the background of stars as it swung around, taking its spotlight from them. “What took that skivver so long to come for us?!” 
 
    She laid a hand on Indri’s arm as the transport slowly came down – it wasn’t certain that its pilot had seen them, and it would have been very easy to be incinerated or crushed by the descending ship. The Vimana landed, and the pair watched as the hatch opened and Tully emerged. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you? I’ve been trying to raise you for an hour!” the Earthman exclaimed. 
 
    “What about the six hours before that?” Noomi answered tartly. 
 
    “I was busy making sure the Vishnu wasn’t blown up!” Tully retorted. “A ship came out of nowhere and started blasting! I finally ran ‘em off with the Vishnu’s missiles. Those babies pack a punch. They were top of the line offensive weapons in my day, not defensive, but they did the job just fine. 
 
    “Then I waited a prudent amount of time to make sure they weren’t coming back. Now, here I am. What’s the trouble? Bust your radio?” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger explained about the moon’s energy field that sapped power from systems. “We’d best collect Wormwood and be on our way before the Vimana becomes dead as well.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve been in a fight,” Tully told Noomi as she came close. 
 
    “It wasn’t even a fight,” the Tatar said proudly. “Now, you check the shuttle. There are three ships to search and three of us.” 
 
    Hearing the tone in the girl’s voice that indicated she would brook no dissent, the Earthman did as he was told.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger, having located Rastheln’iq in the wreck, herded the plant man, who was reluctant to leave, toward the Vimana. He explained that Tully had come for them, and repeated the Earthman’s story. The pair had almost reached the transport by this time. 
 
    “Yes, that makes sense,” murmured the Vir when Indri had finished. “As well equipped as the Lightrunner is, it is merely an expeditionary vessel, without long term accommodations. Of course it had a mother ship.” 
 
    As soon as they got inside, they found Tully waiting. “Come on! What are you lollygagging for?” 
 
    Indri and Rastheln’iq made their way to the upper level, where the cockpit lay. Noomi was already there, prepping the ship for takeoff. As the Vimana lifted off, the Viridian scientist asked, “What is the rush, exactly?” 
 
    “We don’t know how long it takes the energy field to leech power from a ship,” Indri explained, somewhat surprised that Rastheln’iq was not thinking of this. 
 
    “You worry too much,” the Vir said with a wan smile. 
 
    “Worry too much? What are you talking about?” the Delphite priest asked impatiently. As patient as his race was, Indri’s was about gone for this day. “If the Vimana loses its power, we’ll never get off this moon.” 
 
    “The Vimana will not lose its power,” Rastheln’iq said. 
 
    “Oh? Why not?” Tully asked brusquely. 
 
    “Because it does not use atomic energy or electrical power,” Rastheln’iq explained calmly. “It uses ancient plasma drive like the Vishnu’s sublight thrusters.” 
 
    “So?” challenged the Earthman. 
 
    “The energy field does not affect chemical reactions. My own concoctions today proved that.” 
 
    Indri was stunned into silence for a moment. The possibility had not occurred to him. “So we can come and go as we please.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    From the cockpit, Noomi Bloodgood called out, “The Lightrunner’s ours now!” 
 
    “We can complete our salvage operation,” murmured Indri. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Rastheln’iq. “But there is another more pressing matter.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “In searching the shipwreck, I discovered that it was carrying a payroll shipment.” 
 
    “That’s right!” said the Tatar. “The Templars disguise couriers sometimes for top secret deliveries, including payroll.” 
 
    “Did you say payroll?” Tully asked, his eyes gleaming with avarice. 
 
    “I did,” affirmed the Vir. 
 
    “Then we’re rich!” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Rastheln’iq smiled thinly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This Planet Under New Management 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Summer was just beginning on Twilight when the Vishnu arrived at the mining planet but you couldn’t tell it from the weather. Above the narrow strip of habitable land of the tidally-locked planet, the skies were always turbulent. It was buffeted by hot winds from one face of Twilight and regaled by cold wind from the other. All the work done on the planet got done in this thin band, called Terminus. It was the dividing line between the two faces of Giruyetti, which was better known as Twilight. 
 
    Twilight was a berzelium mining operation, berzelium being an uncommon and fairly valuable element known for its durable properties. Among its uses was as the hull of starships.  
 
    Those aboard the Vishnu had come to Twilight seeking their fortunes. By buying raw ore, they could turn a profit by delivering a load to a processing plant on a remote world that normally had to wait for a circuit freighter to come by – all without the overhead normally involved. They stood to double – or perhaps even treble – their investment. 
 
    “You seem quite satisfied, Wormwood,” Indri Mindsinger, a hairless male slightly larger than the average human, said to the plant man Rastheln’iq. 
 
    “I am,” replied the other. Both were seated at the rectangular console in the center of the bridge of the Vishnu. All the ship’s main operating controls were located there. 
 
    “Wormwood” was a nickname given to Rastheln’iq by those who did not understand his experiments on some of the intelligent species of known space. He had been in charge of recent upgrades to the Vishnu, a fourteen hundred year old vessel. “The new computer system is working perfectly.” 
 
    The Vishnu, a Republic of Earth ship that had been lost on its maiden voyage, did not reflect its occupants’ newfound wealth. The upgrades performed on the vessel were mostly internal: new cores for the power plants of the nameless shuttle and the expeditionary faster-than-light transport Lightrunner; the installation of a salvaged computer Series 6, which was top of the line for spacegoing craft, and more than adequate for the needs of the crew of the Vishnu; phototropic shielding for protection against carolinium-powered beam weapons. Those aboard the Vishnu were wanted criminals, and it seemed inevitable that they would come under fire at some point in the future. The old shields of the Vishnu, from before the age of beam weaponry, were for navigational purposes only, intended to deflect space debris; a point defense system for protection against Lancer drone attacks; a gravitic harpoon, installed on deck 7, for salvage operations; and a trio of robots to operate engineering at maximum efficiency. 
 
    These upgrades had run the quartet a pretty penny. They arrived at Twilight with a hundred thousand stellars, the currency of the Imperium, one of the two great powers of the Orion Spur.  
 
    “We’re in orbit, boys,” announced Noomi Bloodgood, who was a Tatar, a chimera species that combined the best traits of humans and Bringle, an animalistic race of predators. A former soldier, she served as the ship’s main pilot, though each could now perform that duty with varying degrees of skill. The reflexes of the Tatar race were legendary. 
 
    “I’m not so sure we shouldn’t just split the loot,” said Joe Tull, better known as Tully, an Earthman who had slept in cryonic suspension while the Vishnu drifted for fourteen centuries. Of the four, he was the only one who had not been convicted of a crime and sentenced to imprisonment on Purgatory, the Imperium’s most secret prison planet. But he certainly would be if caught aiding and abetting the others. 
 
    “We’ve spent a reasonable sum on upgrading this vessel, and it’s in as good a condition as we can afford,” said Indri, a Delphite priest, which meant that he was skilled in the ways of psychomancy. “We are also fully stocked, so what we have left is surplus.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’re having second thoughts. You’re always on the lookout to – I believe you say – make a quick buck.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we haven’t had much luck with that concept so far,” retorted the Earthman, who was short and compact with unruly dark hair. “I haven’t forgotten those space weevils. I still remember the taste of them!” 
 
    “I assure you,” interjected Rastheln’iq, “all the tawlls were sifted out before I gave the grain to you for food preparation. Is that not correct, Pal?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” boomed Pal, a robot that oversaw the ship’s operating systems. Without him, a crew of four could not hope to run the Vishnu, designed for more than a hundred. 
 
    “You see?” 
 
    Tully, the cook of the Vishnu, had no answer for that. Pal was his only true friend on the ship, and was designed to be infallible, like all machines.  
 
    “All ashore that’s going ashore,” Noomi said cheerfully as she vacated the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “We leave the ship in your watch, Pal,” Indri told the robot, which resembled a primitive pot-bellied stove in general shape and possessing a number of arms, each of which had a specific function for his duty as ship systems overseer. One of these was a tentacle, for example. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pal replied almost gleefully. 
 
    “I will be saying here,” Rastheln’iq said, “but as I am busy, Pal is in charge of the Vishnu.” 
 
    “Oh?” said the Delph.  
 
    “You do not require my help to accept a consignment of ore,” answered the plant man. “I have important work to do here.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Indri, wondering what sort of work Wormwood was doing as he joined the others at the main elevators. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The spaceport on Twilight lay in the frigid zone of the two-faced planet. The atmosphere there was calm, even one hundred miles from the turbulent region of Terminus. The facility was not built for tourists. It lacked the creature comforts associated with such spaceports. It was designed for cargo, and normally the only sentient beings passing through it were employees of the Tri-Planetary Corporation, which was one of the largest companies in the Imperium, a megacorporation that spanned star systems. Robot stevedores that were short and squat did the work of moving the ore, some of which was refined on Twilight, from the freight trains that came from Terminus into enormous pods that were taken by tugs into orbit where cargo ships waited. These were little more than engines with bridges.  
 
    The process was a fascinating sight to behold, a multitude of machines moving with delicate precision like the innards of an old-fashioned mechanical clock. 
 
    A big, thin, bony fellow waved a hand, catching the attention of the three visitors. It was hard to miss him, for he towered over the stevedores, being in the neighborhood of seven feet tall. But they only got glimpses of him, between gravsleds laden with ore as they whizzed by between him and them. 
 
    The trio saw him come toward them, sidestepping a gravsled to avoid collision. Even though these moved rather slowly, about the pace at which a man could walk, the mass of even an empty one was so great it would almost certainly instantly kill a sentient if it struck one. 
 
    Looking no worse for the wear when he finally arrived after threading his way through the field of gravsleds, he introduced himself. “I am Allender Weihorn, Tri-Planetary’s sales agent here. Welcome to Twilight.” 
 
    The fellow’s skin possessed a slight bluish tint and his skeleton structure was blocky – his head looked like a rectangle. He was very tall, in the neighborhood of seven feet. His white suit was immaculate and impeccably in place despite his dodging of gravsleds. His shirt was collarless, and from the neck hung a long, thin black piece of cloth. Remarkably, it had stayed in place despite the hustle and bustle of the spaceport. 
 
    “I am Trinat,” said Indri Mindsinger, who usually acted as the group’s spokesman, since he was best suited by skill and temperament. The Delph were well known for their negotiating skills, which manifested itself in their culture by producing diplomats and merchants. “Trinat” was a name Indri had adopted for use with strangers, since he was a wanted criminal. Noomi, now dressed in one of the old Vishnu uniforms, had done the same. This was primarily navy blue, and she looked quite smart in it. “These are my associates, Kat Kano and John Smith.” 
 
    “This is what you will be purchasing,” Allender Weihorn said, waving a long arm about. His limbs were disproportionately long, his appendages oversized. His bluish fingers were similarly elongated. “We do not get many private buyers here. Not often.” 
 
    “We recently came into a windfall,” Indri explained. 
 
    “You brought cash?”  
 
    The Delphite priest sensed anxiety underlying the question. He nodded, bringing up a small case into plain view. 
 
    “That is good, considering the situation here,” said Allender Weihorn. 
 
    “We’re not fond of Templar banks,” explained Noomi. 
 
    “What do you mean, the situation here?” Tully asked. He had an aversion to danger, and bad news in general. 
 
    “A minor labor dispute,” Allender Weihorn answered lightly. “Nothing for you to worry about, I assure you.” 
 
    The fellow’s manner did not inspire confidence. Even those present who did not possess psychomantic skills sensed that he was soft peddling the trouble. Probably, the workers wanted to unionize, which would have been the standard setting in the Imperium. In the Borderlands, there was no such representation by law. There was no interstellar law at all, officially. Each government had its own rules and regulations, and when disputes became too large to handle, the Templars were called in. A mercenary organization more than a millennium old, it was more powerful than the majority of local governments in the Imperium. 
 
    With his psychomantic senses, Indri understood that the problem was much deeper than the executive let on, but said nothing about his feeling. “We’re not interested in politics, Wk. Weihorn. Only our shipment.” 
 
    The tall, blue-skinned man shrugged slightly, as if he meant it. The gesture wasn’t exaggerated, being hardly a movement at all. “Very good. If you will follow me.” 
 
    Allender Weihorn led the trio to the passenger terminal that lay on the other side of the facility, almost on its outskirts, because most of what moved through the spaceport was cargo, not people. The number of visitors and workers going to and fro on Twilight was insignificant to the tons of ore being shipped. The three visitors had to hurry to keep up. The big man’s strides were quite long. 
 
    He took them to a small train, the track of which ran parallel to the cargo lines. Almost as soon as the four sentients were seated, the capsule began moving. It rapidly picked up speed until it whizzed along at three hundred miles an hour. It was a maglev job, which eliminated most of the drag by terrain, and the capsule would be at its destination in a few minutes. 
 
    “You said something about a situation here,” Tully said to Allender Weihorn. 
 
    “I thought you were not interested in politics, Wk. Smith.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m interested in keeping my skin in one piece. I like it. It does what it’s supposed to do, and I’d hate to see it damaged.” 
 
    Tall, blue-skinned Allender Weihorn smiled wanly at the Earthman. He gave that little shrug again, and Indri Mindsinger decided that it had been carefully practiced. 
 
    “The miners went on strike,” explained the executive. “The mines are effectively shut down now. Negotiations have been difficult.” Glancing at the sentient he knew as Trinat, he added, “Perhaps we should have hired someone of your species. 
 
    “Your order was filled just in time. Had you called it in even a day later, I am not certain it would be ready for you now.” 
 
    “So it is ready, free and clear?” asked Noomi anxiously. 
 
    Allender Weihorn nodded. “It is waiting to be loaded onto a train even now. As soon as I receive payment, I shall release it.” 
 
    “We have to go to the ore for that?” Tully asked. 
 
    “Not the ore,” answered the big man. “My office, where I can secure the funds.” 
 
    Indri sensed strong anxiety in the executive’s mind. There was no good reason the transaction shouldn’t have been handled at the spaceport. Unless he worried about getting to his office with the money. If true, it did not bode well for their deal. 
 
    The Delphite priest sensed that the situation was more dire than Allender Weihorn had said, or something else was going on. Perhaps he feared losing his job as a result of the failing or failed negotiations? 
 
    And then the capsule arrived at its destination. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much activity at Terminus City, where the headquarters for the mining operation was located, when the four emerged from the train capsule. Robot laborers still did their jobs but the living workers milled about in groups, looking disgruntled. Most appeared surly, not a single one happy. 
 
    Terminus City was a company town. Tri-Planetary owned everything, the shops, the parks, the office buildings – even the residences. They did not own the government. They were the government. 
 
    The gloom of twilight surrounded the quartet here. Ahead, sunlight obscured the horizon, while behind them, blackness reigned. The air was thin, causing each of the visitors to gasp a bit before adjusting to the atmosphere, which had been pressurized in the spaceport and the train. They took in deep measured breaths to compensate. 
 
    Glancing at the small case Indri Mindsinger carried, Allender Weihorn said, “Let us get that to my office.” He turned and led the way to the administrative building, which had the shape of an imperfect pyramid. Its walls were made of glass, which were noticeably covered in dust that blew in from outside the small city. Sickly trees lined the walk that surrounded the structure. These had been spaced in such a way that indicated that they’d been expected to grow more robustly than they had, no doubt due to the thin, polluted atmosphere of Twilight. 
 
    As they followed the oversized executive, Indri said to his compatriots in a low tone, “Those miners are unhappy, very unhappy. They feel cheated and mistreated. Violence lurks in the hearts of many, just waiting for a spark to ignite it.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” grumbled Tully. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.” 
 
    “Well, whatever their complaints, it’s nothing to do with us,” Noomi said.  
 
    “Reality does not always value truth,” warned the Delphite priest. 
 
    They had by this time covered the short distance between the passenger terminal of the train station and the administration building, and were taken to an elevator located at the back of the lobby. This shot up to the ninth floor, which was the uppermost of the blunt-topped pyramid. Atmosphere suits resided in lockers just outside the elevator, as they did on every floor. 
 
    Allender Weihorn was still making small talk, which had lost its luster by now, as they walked along a corridor from which they could look down upon Terminus City. It resembled the innards of a giant machine, activities meshing together, but soulless. Most sentient beings in known space gave no thought to the havoc technology wrought in order to provide comfort. Centuries earlier, popular opinion had pushed such operations to uninhabited worlds, which made it easier for people to forget the cost of comfort. 
 
    The blue-skinned executive wasn’t saying anything important, and while Indri appeared attentive, both Tully and Noomi had ceased the pretense of being interested. They waited in the corridor while the Delph entered the suite of offices with Allender Weihorn, whose name was upon the door.  
 
    The office did not look much used. Indri recalled the executive had said that Twilight did not receive many buyers. The Delphite priest speculated that Allender Weihorn’s job was largely ceremonial, and wondered what sin the man had committed to have been exiled to Twilight.  
 
    Indri watched as the tall being took the case, and, going to a dumbwaiter type contraption, placed the case within. The compartment door shut and he heard the sound of movement from behind it. The case was gone, whisked away to some secure location. 
 
    Allender Weihorn pressed a button on his secretary’s desk, and said, “Release shipment PT-02.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the three fugitives were inspecting their purchase, which had been placed on a number of gravsleds. 
 
    “Everything seems in order,” Indri told the executive.  
 
    Allender Weihorn nodded his blocky head. “It always is at Tri-Planetary. This way.” 
 
    Short, squat stevedores began moving the sleds that floated a foot off the ground toward the train station. The living beings followed on a parallel course that would take them to the passenger terminal. Tully kept an eye on the caravan of gravsleds. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” he exclaimed. “Trouble.” 
 
    Three pairs of eyes went to the ore-laden containers, and saw that their path was blocked by a number of miners. Harsh words were spoken. 
 
    Noomi, who possessed the best hearing, explained, “They say there’s a strike and no shipments are leaving.” 
 
    Suddenly, the workers attacked the stevedores, who, programmed not to harm a sentient, were quickly damaged by metal bars and tools the men carried. They fled, wobbling as they ran. 
 
    In a few moments, a full riot was in progress! 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s our ore!” Tully exclaimed. 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Noomi said in a worried tone. “Those men don’t care who that ore belongs to right now.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to claim our ore, at least not any time soon,” Indri observed. “We’d better find a place to lie low for a while.” 
 
    “I am sorry about this,” said Allender Weihorn in what sounded like a sincere tone. “I will handle the matter.” 
 
    As the three visitors to Twilight watched, the nattily-dressed executive went forward, raising his long arms and called out to the workers, “There is no need for violence!” Even raised, his voice was well modulated and controlled. 
 
    “Forget it,” Indri yelled to the fellow. “They are beyond reasoning!” 
 
    The trio could only watch as Allender Weihorn was overwhelmed by the mob. His giant form soon disappeared in the sea of workers. There was nothing anyone could do to save him. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Tully exclaimed, hurrying away from the scene. 
 
    “You’re willing to abandon our shipment?” Noomi asked in surprise, keeping an eye on activities behind them as Indri led the way away from the scene. 
 
    “It won’t matter if we’re not alive to spend it,” the Earthman said. “We can wait this out at the spaceport. Or the Vishnu would be even better.” 
 
    “I am afraid Tully’s correct,” agreed the Delphite priest. “There is no way to predict how bad the violence is going to get, or when it will end. This rioting may last for days. It will be indiscriminate. There isn’t much of a place for safety here. It’s a company town. I suspect T.P.C. security will be overwhelmed, at least for a time. Retreating to the spaceport is not a bad idea.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” said the Tatar. “We can’t fight this many people without heavy weapons and we’re practically unarmed.” 
 
    “Practically?” Tully asked. 
 
    Noomi grinned. “I’ve got a H.E.L. gun tucked away and my dagger is in its sheath under this uniform.” Although she preferred less clothing to more, she often adopted the uniform of the old Republic of Earth in more formal situations such as dealing with an executive of a megacorporation. “But they’re for emergency use only now, discretion being the better part of valor.” 
 
    “I’ve got one myself,” said Tully, referring to a H.E.L. gun hidden in one of his boots. He, too, wore his navy uniform. Indri Mindsinger was the odd man out, wearing civilian clothing that made him look like a merchant. “But I always say the best way not to get hurt in a fight is not to get into one.” 
 
    “We’d better get to the train station,” said the Delph. 
 
    Leaving the mob behind them, the three did just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A large gathering of workers blocked the entrance to Terminus City’s train station. 
 
    “That doesn’t look good,” Noomi Bloodgood announced. 
 
    “I imagine they are preventing Tri-Planetary executives from fleeing,” Indri remarked. 
 
    “Swell,” grumbled Tully. 
 
    “We’re not getting through that crowd,” Noomi said tightly. 
 
    “We might be able to sneak in through the cargo area,” Tully suggested. This area was wide open, as in spaceports, and normally busy.  
 
    “An excellent idea,” Indri said, beginning to move away. A path through the outlying buildings took the trio to their destination. 
 
    “I don’t see any sentients,” said Noomi. “Only robots.” 
 
    “Smell anything?” asked Tully.  
 
    The Tatar shot him a glance. “Of course. This whole place stinks of miners. We’re not close enough for me to tell if there are any organics in there now. This is probably the smelliest place on the planet.” 
 
    “There are some beings nearby,” Indri said. “How close, I’m not sure. They may be inside the hangar or in the offices beyond. My psychomantic sense doesn’t tell me, for example, if a wall stands between us and them.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Tully anxiously, leading the way in a crouch. He hurried along on short legs, and his two compatriots had no trouble keeping up with him. 
 
    Suddenly, Indri cried out, “There are sentients inside!” 
 
    Noomi halted so abruptly that the Earthman stumbled into her. Although she didn’t tumble forward, she was off balance when more than a dozen beings suddenly poured out of one of the massive doorways of the maintenance hangar. The workers were an assortment of beings – tall, short, thin, stocky, and possessing many hues of flesh. They each carried some sort of metal tool, which they brandished as weapons. 
 
    “T.P.C. spies!” came a cry from the small crowd. 
 
    “Yeow!” exclaimed Noomi. Pulling her H.E.L. gun from its hiding place at the small of her back, she fired off three quick shots at the men in the front of the group of workers. Each pulse of light struck its mark. Three men fell to the pavement.  
 
    “Come on!” shouted Tully, retreating. 
 
    Noomi and Indri exchanged glances. The Delph also fell back, deciding Noomi Bloodgood’s actions for her. Tossing the H.E.L. gun to him, she withdrew a serrated dagger from within the front of her tunic. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, the Tatar saw that the three downed laborers had caused the other men to hesitate, putting valuable distance between the two groups. They were accustomed to picking on helpless executives, not sentients who could fight back. Then, another dozen appeared behind the first group. Charged by the sight of fallen compatriots, they came forward, and took up pursuit of the three fleeing visitors. 
 
    Adjusting the H.E.L. gun’s power to a lower setting, Indri fired at the mob, hitting more often than he missed. This wasn’t entirely due to the close grouping of the pursuers. 
 
    Observing the power level by the damage it did to those following, Noomi ventured, “For someone who was convicted of murdering hundreds, you’re awful particular about who you kill.” 
 
    “I kill when necessary,” the Delphite priest explained between shots. “These men are not our enemies, despite appearances. I believe I can dissuade them from violence without resorting to killing.” 
 
    The Tatar girl laughed. “They’ve got murder in their eyes and weapons to carry it through. It’s self defense, if that makes you feel any better.” 
 
    “It doesn’t. As a priest, I took an oath never to take a life. I broke that oath to free my people from the tyranny of the Imperium. I don’t kill lightly.” 
 
    “Well, if any get within striking distance of my dagger,” said Noomi, “they won’t live long enough to regret it.” 
 
    “We must all do what we must do,” the Delphite priest said philosophically. 
 
    “You don’t seem to feel that way about Rattlesnake,” Noomi returned. Having difficulty pronouncing “Rastheln’iq”, the Tatar had nicknamed the Vir “Rattlesnake”. 
 
    “You two want to debate philosophy later?” yelled Tully, a few yards ahead of the pair now. “In case you forgot, we’ve got an angry mob after our hides.” 
 
    Over the next several minutes, Indri Mindsinger had sufficiently dissuaded their pursuers with careful application of the H.E.L. gun that the trio was able to finally escape, and take refuge in one of the buildings in Terminus City. Many of these were now empty. The offices had quickly been evacuated when they came under attack, and executives had fled when the true nature of the danger became known. Many had not made it, having been stopped at the train station by rioters. Most of the non-executive office staff seemed to have been left alone. Certainly, their corpses did not litter the streets. But the company stores had been looted and the small buggy-like vehicles had been attacked and overturned in many instances. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Noomi said wryly. Of the three, she was the only one who was not breathing hard. Even in the thin atmosphere of Twilight, she was a superb athlete. 
 
    “We must face the fact that the only way we’ll reach the spaceport is by going overland, on foot,” pronounced the Delph. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” ejaculated Tully. “That’s seventy miles!” 
 
    “Have you a better idea?” asked Indri. 
 
    The Earthman’s silence indicated his answer. 
 
    “Very well,” Indri said. “Let us prepare for the journey.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, the administration building of the Tri-Planetary Corporation came into view. It did not look as it had less than an hour earlier when the three fugitives first visited it. Glass walls on the lower floors were broken. Flames danced in several window openings higher up. The place was under siege. 
 
    And its attackers were still present. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that lovely,” Tully grumbled upon taking in the tableau. “This is turning into one of my least favorite trips with you guys.” 
 
    “Now what, Indri?” Noomi asked, gazing at the Delph, who was a natural leader.  
 
    Watching the mob attack the pyramid, Indri Mindsinger said, “A crimp in the plan, to be sure. But that building is the only place we know for certain where there are atmosphere suits.” These were vital to their plan, for it was impossible to travel into the frigid zone without protection and survive. A sentient would freeze solid in a matter of minutes, exposed to the temperatures there. “So do we risk going inside, or do we search other buildings for suits?” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that …,” Tully said anxiously, glancing about. “I’m not sure how much longer we can avoid the rioters.” 
 
    “Me, neither. The riots will quiet down, but I’m not confident that they’ll leave us alone no matter how long after the riots stop.” 
 
    “That sounds as if we’re agreed,” said Indri. 
 
    Surveying the scene, Noomi said, “You’d better leave this to me. I can do it quicker on my own.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” said Tully, eyeing the mob. He kept his H.E.L. gun pointed in its general direction. 
 
    Glancing askance at the Earthman, Noomi Bloodgood told him, “I thought it would be.” 
 
    “I agree.” The Delph handed her H.E.L. gun back to her. “You might need this.” 
 
    “I might,” the Tatar conceded, taking the weapon. Backtracking, she soon disappeared from sight, while Tully and Indri sought a safer location, finding a narrow alley not far away. The sun to the west threw it into deep shadow which effectively concealed their presence. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood skirted the angry mob, looking for a spot on the building where fewer were gathered. She felt fully alive now, as she did only when danger beckoned, her senses taking in every detail. The Bringle in her was a hunter. So was, in a more civilized way, the human part of her. 
 
    Without hesitating, the Tatar leapt up into one of the puny trees lining the grounds of the administration pyramid, her toe claws giving her the traction she required to scale the trunk. Almost faster than the eye could follow, she was up in the branches, concealed from sight by the sparse leaves. The natural gloom of the terminus zone helped conceal her.  
 
    But Noomi didn’t stop moving. Running along one of the larger limbs, she jumped through an upper window that had been broken out. The entire transit had taken less than thirty seconds. 
 
    Landing lightly on the neutrally-colored carpet of the corridor, Noomi made her way to the elevator. She pressed the “up” button and waited. A chime soon signaled the arrival of the capsule. The door opened. 
 
    Inside stood one of the miners. He moved to bring the spanner in his hand into play. Noomi was faster. The H.E.L. gun flashed once. A small hole appeared between the eyes of the sentient. For a moment, the being did not move. Then, all at once, he collapsed, and lay motionless on the floor of the capsule, the hole in his forehead smoking slightly.  
 
    Stepping over the corpse, Noomi Bloodgood entered the elevator and sent it upward. She muttered to herself, “Amateurs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes after she’d left, the Tatar appeared beside her compatriots in the alleyway where they had taken refuge. In her arms was clutched a bundle of clothing. She had arrived so quietly that she would have startled Tully, had Indri not sensed her and directed his attention in her direction. 
 
    “We’re thankful for that nose of yours,” the Delphite priest told her sincerely. 
 
    Grinning, Noomi unraveled the bundle in her arms, revealing workers’ clothing, as well as the atmosphere suits that she’d gone for.  
 
    “That’s using your head,” the Earthman smiled. “We should have no trouble getting through this burg unmolested now.” 
 
    “Let us hope so,” said Indri, taking one of the miner garbs from the Tatar, and pulling it on over his own clothing. It was large enough to just fit his big frame, though somewhat tightly. They were made loose, for ease of movement for the laborers. 
 
    After the other two had done the same, the group took up a course due east, toward the frigid zone where the spaceport lay.  
 
    “You know,” said Tully as the train station came into view, “I bet there are some buggies in there that will cut down on our travel time considerably.” 
 
    “And you propose to go in and take one?” asked Indri Mindsinger. 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” hedged the former Republic of Earth ensign. “I was thinking we might find one just lying around somewhere.” 
 
    “You mean less guarded,” suggested Noomi. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea, Indri. Even if we spend an hour locating one, we’ll make that that time in a matter of minutes in a buggy.” 
 
    “A prudent suggestion,” the Delph agreed. “Let us do so.” 
 
    It took them considerably less than sixty minutes to locate a buggy. Finding one that was in operating condition was another matter. The first four they came across had been destroyed by rioters. The fifth, they found, could be put in operating order with a little work – Indri Mindsinger had picked up a variety of skills in his years as a freedom fighter – and they soon got it working after turning it right side up again. Like the previous four, it had been overturned. Any symbol of Tri-Planetary seemed to have been attacked by the workers. Already the damage to Terminus City ran into the tens of thousands of stellars. 
 
    The buggy was not fast, its top speed being slightly less than twenty miles an hour, and possessed no top, although it did have a windscreen, and its little engine was covered to keep dust out of it. Dust was quite prevalent in the terminus, driven by the abrupt change in temperature at its borders. The buggy was not designed for rough terrain, having a low clearance, but the trio had no options in their choice of vehicles, for all the buggies were identical.  
 
    They soon found their disguises tested. They had driven less than a mile when confronted by a small group of tool-wielding laborers who were looking for T.P.C. officers to harry. The workers were angry enough to kill, if provoked, Indri sensed.  
 
    Projecting a sense of cooperation, he said, “We saw some executives a short time ago. They eluded us, so we decided to use this vehicle to find them again. However, we’ve been unable to. Perhaps if you joined the search.” 
 
    The leader of the mob liked this idea. “In the back seat, girl,” he told Noomi, who sat behind the controls of the little buggy. 
 
    “I think you’d be safer somewhere else, skivver,” the Tatar said sweetly, smiling to reveal her oversized canine teeth. 
 
    The miner got the message, and began directing his followers to split up into smaller groups in order to cover more ground.  
 
    Noomi took the buggy away. 
 
    The trio passed through two more impromptu check points before reaching the train station, where they were once again stopped.  
 
    “What are you all doing?” asked one of the men standing watch near the station entrance as the buggy approached. Noomi Bloodgood had stayed off the two roads that abutted the station, but now guards were stationed farther out at intersections. She had unknowingly driven into a scout post.  
 
    “We’re scouting for execs,” Tully said gruffly, tired of being harassed. 
 
    Indri elaborated, using his oratory skill. As before, he was persuasive. But one of the workers said, “When was the last time any of you have seen a Delph here? There was that one, Mintran, but he had to quit because the atmosphere on Twilight’s too dry and thin for Delph. I ain’t seen another one since.” 
 
    Before Indri could respond, Noomi gunned the buggy, pushing past the small crowd. As it sped away, Tully threw out a foot that caught the second speaker in the gut. “Wise guy!” 
 
    The members of the miniature mob gave chase, but were soon outdistanced. By the time any had located bits of debris to throw at the offworlders, the buggy had taken them out of range. The mob was not yet so well organized that they had radios or the like to communicate with one another. 
 
    Noomi took the buggy a couple of blocks out of their way and then pulled off road, taking up a course parallel to the series of train tracks that led east. Its anti-gravity repulsor field was set low, for use on paved streets, so that it would not upset so easily with a low center of gravity. But outside Terminus City, the landscape was filled with rocks of every conceivable size that threatened to damage the underside of the buggy, where the repulsor equipment was located.  
 
    After several minor collisions, Tully grumbled, “Take it easy, will you? I’m beginning to think I’d be safer back in Terminus City.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood chuckled. “This thing won’t go fast enough to kill us, skivver.” 
 
    It quickly grew colder and darker as they approached the black frigid zone of Twilight. Without speaking, Indri, in the front seat beside Noomi, pulled on his atmosphere suit after discarding his miner garb. He opened the vent, which would provide him with breathable air; an atmosphere suit normally carried a two hour supply, and there was no reason to use it in these circumstances. 
 
    “Good idea,” Tully said from the rear seat, and followed suit.  
 
    After another thirty minutes, Noomi brought the buggy to a halt. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” the Earthman asked in a worried tone. 
 
    “Nothing,” the Tatar girl explained. “I’m starting to get chilly myself.” 
 
    “Oh. Good,” Tully said as Noomi drew on her atmosphere suit. “I thought something was wrong with our ride.” 
 
    “No,” Noomi answered, putting the buggy back in motion. “You sure do like to worry.” 
 
    “You might recall that I slept through the last fourteen hundred years of technological advancements, so I don’t know how everything works like you do.” 
 
    A train suddenly whizzed by in the direction of the spaceport. 
 
    “Boy, I’d pay good money to be on one of those,” remarked Tully. “We should have tried to flag it down.”  
 
    Gesturing with a hand, Indri said, “Automated. That is a cargo train.” Beyond the wide magnetic track lay a smaller one, the one used for the passenger train.  
 
    “What do I care? I just want to get back to the Vishnu.” 
 
    Chuckling, the Tatar observed, “I didn’t realize you were such a tenderfoot. This is a picnic compared to some of the assignments I had in the Templars.” 
 
    “We’re all very happy for you,” retorted Tully. “I had a life before I joined the navy, and it didn’t entail hiking across seventy miles of desert.” 
 
    “You’re not hiking,” Indri pointed out calmly. 
 
    “You know what I mean. 
 
    “If you liked the Templars so much, why’d you leave?” Tully asked Noomi. 
 
    “A disagreement with a superior officer,” she returned lightly. 
 
    It was the Earthman’s turn to laugh. “I’ve had my share of those with commanding officers. Too many took the term ‘superior officer’ literally. But no terminal problems. I’d have been cut off if I got myself kicked out of the navy.” 
 
    “‘Cut off’?” asked the Tatar. “What is that?”  
 
    “Never mind,” Tully said quickly. “You were saying …?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Noomi, falling silent. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger knew a few of the details regarding the girl’s dismissal from the Templars. She’d been court-martialed for insubordination and kicked out of the Templars. The matter was so severe that the Imperium had sentenced her to life on Purgatory, its most secret prison planet.  
 
    There had to be more to it than Noomi had told him, but she had revealed nothing further, and the Delphite priest had not asked. He knew that when she was ready to explain, she would. There were parts of his own life that he did not want known. 
 
    The buggy finally passed into darkness, and the terminus was only a faint glow on the horizon behind them now. Another cargo train, going the opposite direction, whizzed by. Gradually, the ride became rougher, and the vehicle ran into more and more rocks. 
 
    “I thought you could see in the dark,” Tully complained. The buggies, intended for the twilight zone of the planet, did not possess lights. 
 
    “I can!” Noomi retorted. “The terrain is rockier here!” 
 
    “The intense cold has preserved the landscape while the weather in the terminus zone has eroded the rocks on the surface, reducing their size over eons,” Indri explained. 
 
    “I thought you were a priest,” the Earthman said sourly. “Now you’re a geologist.” 
 
    “It is common sense, Tully,” Indri replied calmly. His race did not take offense easily, and the Delphite priest knew the human was irritated at the situation, not him. The Delph were known for their patience. 
 
    Then, from the underside of the buggy came a loud thunk, followed by a scraping sound. A moment later, the little vehicle dropped suddenly, hitting the ground with a jarring impact. It skidded a couple of feet before coming to a rest, gouging the sandy soil under it. 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything. Finally, Tully spoke. “Wonderful. Just wonderful.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting out of the buggy, Indri Mindsinger said, “I estimate twenty miles to the spaceport.” The Delph species possessed an uncanny sense of direction and distance, though not so much of time.  
 
    “That’s an easy seven hours in this terrain,” grumbled Tully. 
 
    “Better than the seventy miles we were looking at,” Noomi put in. 
 
    “The longer we put this off, the later we will arrive at the spaceport,” The Delphite priest pointed out. 
 
    The three began walking. Time passed. 
 
    Glancing at the train tracks that were less than a hundred yards away, Noomi announced, “I have an idea. Why don’t we stop a train and board it?” 
 
    Indri halted in his tracks and gazed at the series of rails. 
 
    “I estimate that the next train going our way will be along shortly,” said the Tatar. “One pulled out of Terminus City not long after we left, and an hour later, one passed us going the other way.” 
 
    “I suppose you have an idea how to stop it?” the Delph asked, intrigued by the idea. He did not look forward to such a long hike any more than Tully did, for the suit did not carry enough water to keep him comfortable. The worker in Terminus City who had spoken had been correct: The atmosphere of Twilight was too thin and dry for a Delph. 
 
    “I was thinking of the buggy,” explained Noomi. “The trains should be programmed to stop if anything large enough to derail them lies on the track. It’d just smash into one of us. It’s got to be big. Getting a large enough rock is probably going to be too difficult, but the shape of the buggy will let us roll it onto the track. It’s less than three hundred feet.” 
 
    “I’m sold,” Tully said excitedly. He started back toward the defunct buggy without waiting for the other two. Soon, they jogged up behind him. 
 
    “Hurry up, skivver,” Noomi said as she passed the Earthman. “You don’t want to miss the train, do you?” 
 
    Suddenly realizing that the train might be that near, Tully hurried after the Tatar.  
 
    The trio made good time. They had only walked a mile or so before turning back. Each got on the far side of the buggy, and, putting their hands under it, flipped it over in the direction of the tracks. They continued this process until they got it onto the nearest track, which happened to carry trains going east. It was work and took some time. But the train did not pass as they labored. 
 
    Unsure if the size of the buggy was enough to dissuade the train, Indri took cover behind an outcropping. If it struck the small vehicle, the buggy would shatter into a thousand shards. The odds were probably good that he would not be struck by one, but if he was, the impact would probably be fatal.  
 
    Noomi and Tully followed. The three waited. 
 
    Finally, the train came along. It was moving very fast. But as it approached the buggy in its path, it began to slow, until finally, it stopped several yards from the vehicle. 
 
    “Yahoo!” Tully shouted, jumping up from behind the outcropping. “It worked!” 
 
    He ran to the locomotive and climbed on.  
 
    As they came forward, Indri said, “It is probably sending an alarm to the spaceport. Someone will be along to see what is obstructing the track.” 
 
    “I don’t want to wait. Do you?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” replied the Delph. “With all the trouble in Terminus City, perhaps no one will come.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to move the buggy, then,” said Noomi, “or else the train won’t move.” 
 
    Before Tully could climb down to help, the Tatar girl told him, “No – you stay there. Your reflexes are too slow and the train might take off without you. Indri and I will handle this. Anyway, we’re stronger.” 
 
    If the Earthman took any offense at this slight to his manhood, he gave no indication of it. Instead, he made his way back along the engine car to the control room, where mechanics could access the train’s computer and engine. It was one of the few heated compartments on the train. 
 
    Indri and Noomi slowly pushed the buggy off the track. The train edged forward in response. 
 
    “You’d better go, too,” the Tatar warned Indri Mindsinger. 
 
    As the Delphite priest moved aboard the locomotive, joining Tully, Noomi Bloodgood gave the buggy another push. As strong as she was, this took some effort on her part. 
 
    The train came forward again. The Tatar girl jumped aboard the locomotive as it nudged the broken buggy from its path. As the train picked up speed, Noomi made her way along the side of the locomotive to the control compartment where Indri and Tully waited. Both were smiling.  
 
    “A very good idea, Noomi,” said the Delph as the train sped along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the cargoless train arrived at the spaceport. Coming to a near stop, it passed through an airlock that kept the facility’s atmosphere inside. The trio hopped off when the train finally came to a stop. 
 
    Things were quiet here, for there were few organic workers in the spaceport, none of whom were miners. In fact, Indri Mindsinger sensed the mood in the spaceport to be one of elation, which was puzzling to him. Nevertheless, the three sought a sheltered area and removed their atmosphere suits. They then emerged from hiding confident that they could make it to the Vimana unmolested by avoiding the cargo terminals. 
 
    The first group of men they encountered, laborers of some sort by their garb, paid the trio little heed. One of the second group, which seemed similarly disposed, hailed the three visitors to Twilight. “Have you heard the news?” 
 
    “No,” Indri called back, his curiosity aroused. 
 
    “Tri-Planetary has given up – they’ve ceded control of Twilight to us workers!” the other announced gleefully. 
 
    “The planet’s been nationalized!” whooped another. 
 
    None of the three visitors could immediately speak. Finally, Noomi said, “No wonder Weihorn didn’t let on how bad the trouble was!” 
 
    “But that means –” 
 
    “Yes, Tully,” Indri said in a resigned tone. “Both our money and our ore shipment are gone.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    A lot of arcs are based on the idea that this setting came from a game: Players can’t become too wealthy or powerful, because it removes the motivation for their characters to go adventuring.  At least that’s the way it is for many players. This comes from D&D – most players want wealth and power, rather than just playing for personal challenges like solving problems and faux danger. 
 
    So this is why the characters seem to take one step back for every two they take forward. 
 
    They are also gaining experience to face greater menaces in volumes to come. 
 
    In a SW game I ran many years ago, I had an atlas of a region of space, with details about the planets and suggestions for the types of adventures that could be had there (which was up to the gamemaster to write). I decided to base the first third of the campaign on this atlas – there would be at least one adventure on every planet in the atlas (about thirty), and when this was done, the campaign would move into phase two, which would represent the middle act in a play or film. I’m doing that to some extent here. I have the bones of an atlas, and the characters will stay within this region, a ward named the Gordian Knot. They will stay in this ward for the entire series, which runs thirty-five volumes, for reasons explained in the Afterword in volume I, Four on the Run. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff Deischer 
 
    December 2017 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Jeff Deischer is best known for his chronologically-minded essays, particularly the book-length The Man of Bronze: a Definitive Chronology, about the pulp DOC SAVAGE series. It is a definitive chronology, rather than the definitive chronology, he explains, because each chronologist of the DOC SAVAGE series has his own rules for constructing his own chronology. Jeff believes his own chronology to be the definitive one – using his rules, which were set down by Philip Jose Farmer in his book, Doc Savage: His Apocalyptic Life. 
 
    Jeff was born in 1961, a few years too late, in his opinion. He missed out on the Beatles, the beginning of the Marvel Age of comic books and the early years of the Bantam reprints of the DOC SAVAGE series, the latter two of which he began reading when he was about ten years old (on the other hand, he was too young to go to Viet Nam ….). 
 
    Jeff had become enamored of Heroes – with a capital “H”, for these were not ordinary men – at a very young age. He grew up watching DANIEL BOONE (to whom he is distantly related, by marriage), TARZAN, BATMAN, THE LONE RANGER and ZORRO on television. There is a large “Z” carved into his mother’s sewing machine that can attest to this fact (as you might imagine, it did not impress her the way it always did the peasants and soldiers on ZORRO).  
 
    This genre of fiction made a lasting impression on his creative view, and everything he writes has Good Guys and Bad Guys – in capital letters. As an adult writer, he tries to make his characters human, as well. 
 
    Jeff began writing as a young teenager, and, predictably, all of it was bad. He started to write seriously while in college, but spent the next decade creating characters and universes and planning stories without seeing much of it to fruition. This wasted time is his biggest regret in life. 
 
    In the early 1990s, Jeff began a correspondence with noted pulp historian and novelist Will Murray, while he was writing both the DOC SAVAGE and THE DESTROYER series (THE DESTROYER #102 is actually dedicated to Jeff). Jeff currently consults on Will Murray’s DOC SAVAGE books (as evidenced by the acknowledgements pages in the novels of “The Wild Adventures of …” series), a privilege that he enjoys. Will Murray’s sage advice helped turn Jeff into a true author. 
 
    Producing few books over the next few years, Jeff’s writing finally attained professional grade, and, after being laid off from the auto industry in 2007, he was able to devote more time to writing. From 2008, he produced an average of three books a year, most of it fiction, and most of that pulp. Reading so much of the writing of Lester Dent, the first, most prolific and best of those using the DOC SAVAGE house name “Kenneth Robeson”, Jeff’s own natural style is similar to Dent’s. He “turns this up” when writing pulp, and “turns this down” when writing non-pulp fiction. 
 
    Jeff primarily writes fiction, and, combining his twin loves of superheroes and pulp, began THE GOLDEN AGE series in 2012. This resurrected, revamped and revitalized the largely forgotten characters of Ned Pines’ Standard, Better and Nedor publishing companies. These characters, drawn from superhero, pulp and mystic milieus, fill the “Auric Universe”, as Jeff calls it. In 2015, he started documenting his own Argentverse, filled with characters of his own creation. It is a nostalgic look back on the comic books he read as a young teenager. 
 
    Jeff’s webpage is jeffdeischer.blogspot.com, where he posts the first chapters of his novels, so that potential readers can peruse his work without having to spend several dollars on a trade paperback to find out if they like it or not. 
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