
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    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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Introduction 
 
      
 
      
 
    It will be immediately obvious to readers that one inspiration of this book is FARSCAPE, one of the best three serial Sci-Fi television shows ever, so let’s get that out of the way so we can proceed to a little background unencumbered by suspicion, for those of you interested in such stuff. 
 
    In a different form, SINNERS AND SAINTS started out almost three decades ago inspired by THE CABAL series, about a group of criminals in space. I don’t recall much about the books, remembering the vivid covers more (FYI, there are three novels in the series as far as I know; I read one).  
 
    Originally, I had seven characters, the names of none of which I can recall without looking them up in my old paper files. I was going to kill some off occasionally, and replace them, rather like BLAKE’S SEVEN, a British television show about terrorists/revolutionaries. I may have gotten the idea for seven characters from this show – or, just as likely, “Seven Against Thebes” and “The Magnificent Seven”. Or maybe just the idea of seven being a mystical number. 
 
    I had a few ideas for stories, including titles, but I didn’t do much work on the project. I wasn’t doing much actual writing back then, occupying my time with creating characters and backgrounds relationships and settings. This wasted time is one of the biggest regrets of my life. 
 
    The stories in this book started as adventures in an RPG game that I based on FARSCAPE in 2013 or ‘14, but, rather than doing a literal adaptation, I wanted to use my own background. I planned to use TRAVELLER, which is the oldest and probably most popular generic SF game, as my system. TRAVELLER is basically Dungeons and Dragons in space, and the idea of casting my main characters, when I began thinking about this as a story, as the four character classes in D&D appealed to me. These are magic-user (which becomes scientist), cleric (priest), fighter (soldier) and thief (general scoundrel).  
 
    But the protagonists herein are the second try. The first batch was mostly too human, and all male. So I re-thought this, for a more diverse – and interesting, in my opinion – cast. Worlds Beyond by Frank S. Shewmake was a great help in this. Another SF game, he came up with fairly unique races with histories. I planned to use the back-story he wrote as history for my game campaign. Starships & Spacemen by Leonard H. Kanterman also inspired some of the politics of my universe. I was off and running.  
 
    The adventure ideas I came up with were good enough to actually be short stories, in my opinion, which is how my game became this book. I had to jettison the material written by Mr. Shewmake, of course, but my original material was inspired by his, trying to use something other than Earth history as a basis for alien cultures, for example. This book owes his a great debt in that regard, even if I didn’t use his races. 
 
    The adventures were then planned as episodes of a TV show, keeping in mind their length and rhythms. I sketched out an entire season’s worth of episodes – actually a little more, at twenty-eight. Revisiting these ideas – a few characters and concepts borrowed from my original seven-protagonists SINNERS AND SAINTS – I found the story arc to be a little daunting for a first season of TV show. I also decided that 28 of these stories – longer than I’d originally thought – was too many, producing a gigantic volume if I included them all (not to mention taking six months to write). So I scaled this back to a mere three, which is how the original STAR TREK episodes were novelized, coincidentally. My “hour-long adaptations” being roughly the same lengths as published ones makes me happy. I’m perverse that way. 
 
    Thinking about how to best package the stories has made me re-think the twenty-eight “episodes”. The deep stories about what’s really going on in the Borderlands are going to have to wait until Season 2 and later (though the initial mystery is explained at the beginning of Season 2.There is lots going on in the Borderlands). At three books a volume, that’s a ways off.  
 
    So this initial volume is an introduction to the world of the Rastheln’iq, Noomi Bloodgood, Indri Mindsinger and Tully. Future volumes will deal with bigger issues and longer story arcs. 
 
    And the title, Four on the Run, comes from my plans for the originals SINNERS AND SAINTS, with all titles having “the Seven” in them (stolen without any shame from “The Magnificent Seven” film series).  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff Deischer 
 
    August 2017 
 
    


 
   
 
  



“You’d Have to be 
 
    Crazy to Go in There!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The plant man stirred, his green skin blushing slightly as he came to consciousness. What passed for blood in what passed for veins began circulating normally again. Not being made of meat, the drug given him intended for animal life worked less efficiently than expected. He was supposed to be unconscious for the voyage from Sparta to Perga, better known as Purgatory, having been given the drug while still in his cell on the Imperium capital planet. 
 
    Perga was a prison planet, location top secret. It did not appear on any star map. Its location was in fact so secret that convicts were drugged to prevent them from getting even an inkling of where they were going. The prison transports were automated, not requiring human pilots. The guards on the ship did not know their destination, and because of the way faster-than-light technology worked, there was no passage of time to give them clues as to the distance traveled; for those aboard ships making jumps between stars, voyage duration was always roughly instantaneous, time passing only in real space.  
 
    No one involved in the transfer of prisoners knew anything, really. Only the higher ups in the Imperium knew the truth about Purgatory, and they weren’t talking. This silence had led to some outlandish rumors about the planet, that prisoners were turned over to an alien race that was unknown to the citizens of the Imperium, that convicts were killed in secret, and the like. All that was known for certain was that beings sentenced to Purgatory were never seen again. 
 
    When he roused, the plant man Rastheln’iq gave no sign of it to the guards tending the convicts. Instead, he began thinking. 
 
    The thought processes of the Vir, the race to which Rastheln’iq belonged, were different than that of animal life. Not possessing emotions, at least none analogous to animals, they were not motivated by greed, jealousy, hatred, love or even fear. They did possess the drive to survive, however, and their prodigious mental capabilities were usually directed in this pursuit in ways that were not always understood by the intelligent animal species of known space.  
 
    Rastheln’iq’s mind began working on an escape plan, undeterred by the fact that no one had ever escaped Purgatory. Or, if they had, word had never reached the public. Technically, the plant man’s escape would occur before the transport landed on the prison planet, where life was harsh and the only escape was death, but this detail did not matter to him. It was irrelevant and therefore a waste of mental energy to consider. If the Vir were anything, they were pragmatic. 
 
    Rastheln’iq breathed deeply, but slowly, so as not to alert the guards to his condition, invigorating his cellulose form as it threw off the effects of the anaesthetic drug. Based on the way his body had reacted to it, he concluded that it was corsuline, a drug with which he was quite familiar. It was highly effective across the spectrum of sentient races in known space, and well tolerated. There were few enough plant species in the Imperium so as to be statistically insignificant, which explained why it did not use other drugs more effective on races like the Vir. 
 
    The interior of the ship was as gray and dull and plain as one might expect. Rastheln’iq knew his surroundings. It was not his first time on a prison transport. A surreptitious glance told him that the ship was not special. That helped him, as he was familiar with its design and technical details. Escape would be difficult, possibly impossible. That did not matter to the Viridian scientist. 
 
    Taking over the transport was impossible, so the Vir’s mind looked elsewhere. The ship carried a shuttle, which was more manageable, for it was not normally guarded. Stealing it seemed doable, or at least more doable than hijacking the transport itself. But that also limited later options.  
 
    A larger concern was what to do once he was free. Not knowing where Perga was limited Rastheln’iq’s ability to plan. The transport’s shuttle, used to ferry prisoners to and from planet surfaces, had a very limited range. This was no accident. Hijacking the transport ship, which possessed Overdrive, would allow escapees to go anywhere in known space, within reason, and was under tight security because of this. The relatively tiny shuttle did not possess Overdrive, the engine that allowed faster-than-light travel. It was strictly a single-system vehicle. There was therefore less reason to guard it, at least while the transport was in flight. And therein lay a chink in Imperium security’s armor. 
 
    Rastheln’iq’s analytical mind did not like the odds. It seemed extremely unlikely that Perga would be located in a populated system, where escapees could easily lose themselves. If so, more would be known about it. Still, if conditions on Perga were anything like the rumors about it, a plant being would die a slow and inevitable death. Not being meat sometimes had its disadvantages. 
 
    The plant man tried to move his feet, forgetting he was wearing grav-cuffs. These were ankle manacles that only allowed one foot to be off the ground at a time. Anti-gravity propulsion had been used in such a way as to increase gravity, not reduce it. This prevented prisoners from running. 
 
    Surreptitiously, Rastheln’iq surveyed his fellow prisoners, all of whom wore the drab garb denoting their current status. Each was adorned with electronic signalers to warn anyone who might pass by, as well as alerting any electronic surveillance devices a prisoner encountered. Prisoners could easily be tracked by the signalers. But that was a worry for another time. If Rastheln’iq could not get off the transport, the signalers wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Nearby prisoners were a mélange of races, some of which the Vir did not recognize. Known space contained a hundred races. Among the convicts who were close by were a Tatar and a Delph. The plant man found these two to be most promising for his nascent escape plan. 
 
    Tatars were a chimera race, the mixing of two species. Its members were sleek, furred, possessing claws and fangs. There was some variation to their features. They had been compared to both dogs and cats, but were truly neither. Hyena was another common comparison. The breed had come about when human passengers of a primitive colony ship and the shipwrecked survivors of the crash of a Bringle warship had been forced to cooperate to survive. Cooperation had led to interbreeding. The hybrid race possessed the best qualities of both its parent species, as hybrids often do. Taking their name from fierce nomadic warriors of Middle Asia on Earth, they had returned to space a hundred years later, and within two hundred more, had effectively become the military arm of the Concordat Federation, one of the two major powers in the Orion Spur of the Milky Way at the time. A century later, the Tatar Confederation seized control of the government and established the Imperium. That was seven hundred years ago. 
 
    This particular Tatar was female. 
 
    The Delph occupied the other end of known space from the Tatars, inhabiting territory coreward from Earth, which lay in the trailing part of the Orion Spur belonging to the Imperium. Directions such as “north” and “west” had no meaning in three-dimensional space. Instead, “rimward” and “spinward” and the like were used. 
 
    Descended from cetaceans, the Delph were completely hairless. Herd animals, they were derisively called the faithful lap dogs of humans, which was not quite fair to the Delph, but captured the general timbre of the relationship. Leaders were rare in Delphian society, and, as a culture, they acquiesced to mankind, which was full of leaders, both good and bad. Humanity, as a species, was brasher than most. The Delph were sworn to peace, if not precisely non-violence, and provided much needed temperance in the Concordat Federation. They were born peacemakers and negotiators. They were also well known in the Imperium for their psychomancy abilities, and it was this attribute that Rastheln’iq found useful. 
 
    The plant man’s visual organs darted furtively about the chamber, calculating distances and probabilities.  
 
    Long minutes passed. Rastheln’iq could not decide if the transport had already made the jump from Sparta, and the ship was moving at sub-light speed in the system where Perga was located, or whether the jump was yet to come.  
 
    Half an hour passed. Not much later, things started to happen. The guards, in rooms secure from the prisoner chamber, began doing things. The Vir waited to see if he interpreted these activities correctly. Soon, air containing the antidote for the anaesthetic was pumped into the room. The prisoners were being awakened for transfer to the shuttle that would take them to the surface of Perga. The transport was nearing its destination! 
 
    Those around Rastheln’iq began stirring as the medicinal atmosphere did its work on their drugged bodies. There was not much time to put an escape plan into action, so, as soon as the Vir saw the Delph move, he hissed in a low tone, “Mindsinger! Listen to me and we may escape before we arrive at Perga.” 
 
    Groggy, the Delphian man struggled to comprehend the words that followed. Rastheln’iq repeated them until he was certain that he was understood. If the Delph failed, there was no escape. He then turned his attention to the Tatar woman.  
 
    The plant man now noticed that she was little more than a girl, but she was the most suitable candidate in the immediate vicinity. He could not relate his plan to those too far away for fear of being overheard by the guards, who were beginning to move about the cabin as their wards revived. 
 
    Rastheln’iq quickly told the Tatar what to do when the time was right. Her part was equally vital as the Delph’s.  
 
    As a guard approached the trio, Rastheln’iq hissed, “Mindsinger! Are you ready?” 
 
    The Delph nodded. The plant man watched expectantly as the gray-skinned being focused his attention on the single guard, a human who appeared to have undergone genetic modification, for he was short and quite broad.  
 
    As the officer came to the Tatar’s seat, his eyes glazed over. Silently, he reached down and, with an electronic key, undid the shackles of the Tatar woman. 
 
    The hybrid went into action. Snatching the key from the guard’s hand, she threw her whole body against him, shoving him backward so that he tumbled into the guards behind him, blocking the path as they all tumbled to the ground driven by the first man’s superior mass. Then the Tatar, following Rastheln’iq’s plan, freed the plant man and the Delph. As the pair, restricted by grav-cuffs, shuffled for the rear of the transport where the shuttle was kept, the female began freeing every prisoner between her and the rear door. 
 
    “Stop wasting time!” urged the Delph. 
 
    “That’ll keep the guards occupied, thank you,” snarled the Tatar girl. 
 
    “Quickly, child,” hissed Rastheln’iq when she arrived at the door. “The key.” 
 
    Handing it over, the Tatar spat, “I’m not a child. I’m older than I look, Vir man.” 
 
    There was no love lost between the two races, for they had been bitter enemies for most of the twenty-eighth century as time was reckoned in the Imperium. The Tatars, possessing adventuresome spirits, had raided Vir ships for sport. They had no interest in taking or holding territory, or in what sentient beings thought of as power. Until they’d been corrupted by it as part of the Concordat Federation, that is. The Vir, having been attacked, responded in kind, relentlessly. Finally, the Tatar Confederation, impressed with the warring ability of its enemy, made peace, which had led to the hybrid race’s involvement with the Federation as privateers – in effect, licensed pirates. 
 
    “Everyone is a child to me, girl,” Rastheln’iq stated emotionlessly. His race was long lived, and its members continued to grow until some external force killed them. They were less prone to disease than animal life, but more sensitive to temperature. Larger specimens reached a height of thirty or more feet. The Vir stood almost six feet, indicating a relatively young age of two centuries. 
 
    The Viridian scientist got the door open, and sealed it behind the trio as they entered the shuttle bay. The guards would be able to easily unlock the door, but, after a few moments, that wouldn’t matter.  
 
    As the three boarded the small shuttle, Rastheln’iq said to the Tatar, “I assume you can fly this ship.” 
 
    “Smooth sailing,” she returned casually.  
 
    “Then let us be off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio of escapees found no resistance as the shuttle left the bay of the transport and began to fly away. As Rastheln’iq searched the shuttle’s computer for any data regarding their location – and finding none – the Delph spoke first, “Now that we have relative peace, we should introduce ourselves. I am Indri of the Mindsinger caste. How did you know I was a Mindsinger, Vir?” 
 
    “Do not all Delph possess psychomancy abilities? Are they not all mindsingers?” 
 
    “All possess some psychomancy ability. But the term ‘mindsinger’ refers to one of the great old houses,” explained Indri. “In the olden times, there were twelve, constantly at war with one another. Mindsingers, a type of Delph who were greatly gifted with psychomancy, withdrew from global civilization, effectively becoming a thirteenth house, and isolated themselves from war while the other houses destroyed one another. Delphian civilization would have disappeared without the mindsingers, who guarded the knowledge of millennia. When society was rebuilt after the wars, it was dedicated to peaceful ways, and the Mindsingers became a caste, recruiting and breeding powerful psychomancers throughout history.” 
 
    “Noomi Bloodgood,” said the Tatar, seated at the controls of the shuttle, once she was able to get a word in. “Of Fang and Claw tribe.” 
 
    “Rastheln’iq,” the plant man said as he studied the astrographic scanner. This would tell him the status of any planets that lay in this star system. With this information, he could choose a destination. 
 
    “Rastheln’iq,” Indri Mindsinger murmured. “That sounds familiar but I can’t place it.” 
 
    “I am better known as Wormwood,” supplied the plant man. 
 
    For a moment, the Delph said nothing, stunned into silence. Then, slowly, “Wormwood? The Wormwood?” 
 
    Rastheln’iq nodded without averting his gaze from the monitor plate. “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s a Wormwood?” asked Noomi Bloodgood. 
 
    “A mass murderer,” answered Indri. “A war criminal. A butcher.” 
 
    Glancing up from the scanner, Rastheln’iq said, “Do not presume to judge me. You were on the same prison transport as I, and you owe me your life.” 
 
    “I was a political prisoner,” objected the Delph. 
 
    A dull, grating sound emanated from Rastheln’iq.  
 
    “So was I,” Noomi said quickly, not realizing that the sound the plant man was making was laughter.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger cast a stern look in the Tatar’s direction, but spoke in an even tone when he said, “I am not joking. I am a member of the movement for the Delph Consortium to leave the Imperium.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood snorted. “That’ll never happen.” 
 
    “Nevertheless –” 
 
    “Everything but escape is irrelevant at this time, do you not agree?” Rastheln’iq asked Indri Mindsinger. 
 
    Thoughtful, the Delph nodded. “Yes, but I plan to part ways with you as soon as possible.” Among Wormwood’s victims were Delph. 
 
    “Almost every intelligent species known to us experiments on lower life forms. My only crime was that in my case, the lower life forms did not consider themselves to be lower life forms.” 
 
    “Neither did the courts,” reminded Indri. 
 
    “We do not have time to debate at this moment,” Rastheln’iq pointed out. 
 
    The trio fell into silence. 
 
    Behind them lay Perga, a large dun-colored ball not far from a large yellow sun. But now that they were free, new problems loomed.  
 
    “Now where to?” asked the Tatar.  
 
    “I am thinking,” Rastheln’iq replied as he studied the scan of the system. It seemed barren, as he’d expected. There were planets but none showed any indication of industrialization. The sensors had yet to return any data on life forms, but the lack of technology hindered the plant man’s ideas for escape. 
 
    “You mean to say that you had no plan for after we escaped?” asked the Delph.  
 
    “Not knowing where we were, I could not,” admitted the plant man without embarrassment or guilt. 
 
    Slits of eyes glancing at the instruments, the Tatar announced, “The transport’s coming after us.” 
 
    “Not unexpectedly,” Indri put in in an accusatory tone. 
 
    “There is an asteroid field ahead. Perhaps we can lose them there,” said Rastheln’iq. 
 
    “For how long?” asked Indri, knowing it was but a temporary solution. 
 
    Ignoring the two men, Noomi sent the shuttle toward the field. Moments later, a signal reached the ship, coming from the field ahead. It began with a warning header. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she spat as she read the message on the screen. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Indri, moving beside the Tatar. When he, too, saw the message, he said, “We can’t go in there. There’s anti-matter debris among the asteroids.” 
 
    “You’d have to be crazy to go in there,” announced Noomi. 
 
    Something approaching a smile came over Rastheln’iq’s thin, green features. “The transport would be foolish to follow us in there then, would you not agree? Take us in, girl.” 
 
    “One strike by an anti-matter particle could ruin this ship, and we’ll die,” objected Indri. 
 
    “I would prefer a quick demise rather than a slow death on Perga,” retorted Rastheln’iq. 
 
    The Delph had no response to this, and remained silent as the Tatar took the shuttle into the danger-laden asteroid field, the warning beacon coming within visual range within a few moments. 
 
    Behind the shuttle, the larger transport slowed, then stopped as it, too, received the warning. Rastheln’iq closely watched a monitor to see the ship wait at the boundary indicated by the beacon.  
 
    Satisfied that it was not following the shuttle, he returned his attention to the scanners looking ahead. He was looking for anything that might be useful. Being designed for short flights between ships or a ship and a planet, the shuttle possessed emergency supplies only. Glancing at the Delph, he said, “Indri Mindsinger, can you take inventory of our supplies?” 
 
    The gray-skinned man moved to do so. Shuttles normally had stock inventory, and he knew what he expected to find. But it was better than waiting. Indri felt useful doing something. That was part of the racial psychology of the Delph. They were descended from herd animals that lived in the sea but were mammals, with each playing its role in the survival of the herd. This thinking continued to the present day. It was a quality that made the Delph race well suited to serve in the military of the Concordat Federation. They made excellent officers, outside of commanders of ships, though at least one served in that capacity. 
 
    Indri found the standard complement of tools in a kit, along with medical supplies that had been gotten into, but was still quite full, and adequate for its purpose. There was the usual emergency gear, stowed in lockers. This included two atmosphere suits for the pilots, and rations for two man-days. That was not much time in the vastness of space, especially if one did not know where one was. 
 
    The Delph turned up a holdout Zam gun that had fallen under one of the seats in the fore compartment, which served as an airlock besides being a small passenger compartment. This was no doubt an unauthorized back-up weapon of one of the guards, which he could not report missing when he couldn’t find it. The secure aft compartment, used to hold prisoners, was naturally bare, and bereft of anything useful. 
 
    Returning to the cockpit, Indri began working on the grav-cuffs of the three escapees. They came off fairly easily with the tools he’d found, but he had barely completed this job when a klaxon blared. The Delph recognized it, as did his two compatriots – it was the universal alarm for hull breech! 
 
    Foregoing the opportunity to say to Rastheln’iq, “I told you so!”, Indri rushed to the prisoner compartment to search for the leak, while the Vir did the same in the cockpit and fore compartment. A breach there could have devastating consequences if a control mechanism became damaged. 
 
    Normally, such a rent in the hull is easy to spot. A microscopic breach, such as one caused by a particle of anti-matter, was not. The shuttle’s internal monitoring systems would locate the breach, eventually. Indri did not intend to wait. 
 
    His black orbs scanned the walls, the ceiling, the floor. Nothing. Then, his questing eyes spotted it: Tiny debris, missed by the last cleaning crew, began moving toward the almost-imperceptible hole. 
 
    Indri tore a thin cushion from a seat and held it over the growing hole in the hull. It was nothing more than a temporary patch and the Delphian priest knew it. He threw his gaze about the chamber for something more permanent. When he thought he’d found it, he called out, “Noomi Bloodgood! I need your help!” 
 
    A moment later, the Tatar girl appeared in the doorway, having left Rastheln’iq at the controls. Her cat’s-eyes went to the trembling cushion, pinned to the wall by the vacuum of space. Though it had halted the dangerous leak of atmosphere, it was slowly shredding under the pressure. 
 
    “If you can get the door loose,” Indri suggested to Noomi, indicating a panel in a wall that concealed a storage closet. 
 
    The girl understood immediately, and, taking hold of it, tore it loose from its fastenings. The Bringle were stronger than humans, and Tatars stronger still. Even a young female like Noomi was mightier than nearly all full-grown human males, and she had little trouble prying the panel door free. 
 
    Going to the wall where the remnants of the cushion fluttered, the Tatar gazed at Indri, and nodded. The Delph tore what was left of the cushion free as Noomi slapped the small metal door over the growing hole, which was now large enough to be visible to the naked eye. The pull of airless space was sufficient to hold it in place as Indri Mindsinger rushed to the toolbox to retrieve the fuser he had seen within it. 
 
    The metal plate of the door was rattling when the Delph returned. Noomi pressed on it to keep it still as he activated the fuser and began melding the two metal surfaces together in a way that was infinitely more secure and stronger than mere welding. The molecules of the two objects fused together as if they had been cast as a single piece. This was similar to broken bones knitting back together stronger than before the break. Still, the irregularity of the repair would eventually prove problematic – assuming another anti-matter particle didn’t strike the shuttle first. This seemed the greater probability to Indri Mindsinger. Threading asteroids was one thing, invisible anti-matter another. 
 
    Minutes passed without further problem. The Delph kept his eyes peeled for further breaches even though the alarm did not sound. He wanted to be ready when it did, for in his mind, it was not an “if” but a “when”. But the alarm never came. Or rather, Rastheln’iq’s voice sounded first, some twenty tense minutes later. 
 
    “Mindsinger!” called out the Viridian scientist in a remarkably calm voice under the circumstances. “We have found something.” 
 
    As the Delph entered the cockpit, Rastheln’iq indicated a screen with a long green finger. “A ship of some sort. Neither of us recognizes its configuration.”  
 
    The shuttle, being a small ship without Overdrive, did not possess sophisticated sensors. These gave the silhouette and power readings of the other craft, which was fairly large but powered down. Its shape did not match any ship in the shuttle’s standard records. 
 
    “Neither do I,” confessed Indri. “It vaguely resembles a Concordat Federation ship, but only vaguely.” As a Mindsinger, Indri was also a student of Delphian history, which included the race’s part in the Federation. “It does not match my knowledge of Imperium ships.” 
 
    “It doesn’t belong to the Templars,” added Noomi Bloodgood.  
 
    “Are you an expert on Templar ships, Tatar?” asked the Delphian priest innocently. 
 
    Noomi laughed. “Something of one. I used to be a Templar.” 
 
    “An unknown ship where none has any business being,” Rastheln’iq mused thoughtfully. 
 
    “Pirates,” concluded Noomi. “They must be hiding.” 
 
    “We’d best steer clear of them,” said Indri.  
 
    Rastheln’iq turned to gaze at the Delphian priest. “We have limited supplies, including food, water and oxygen. They might welcome us.” 
 
    “They might shoot us on sight,” countered Indri. 
 
    “I would,” added Noomi. 
 
    “On the other hand, they have almost certainly scanned us if we have detected them,” the Vir pointed out, “and they have not even powered up. The ship might be a derelict. It bears investigation.” 
 
    For some moments, none spoke. Then Indri said, “You’re right. We have very little to lose.” 
 
    “In we go,” said Noomi Bloodgood as she sent the shuttle in the direction of the larger ship, which did not lay far distant in astronomical distances. 
 
    “The ship,” Rastheln’iq observed, “might be in fairly good shape. We have not encountered any anti-matter in some time. This area might be relatively safe. If so, the ship may be in good enough condition that we can salvage what we need to survive.” 
 
    “That will depend on how long it’s been here,” remarked Indri. 
 
    “Among other things,” nodded Rastheln’iq. “Only time will tell. There is no further need for speculation.”  
 
    With that, the Viridian scientist fell silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once, it was gleaming white. Now, its hull was gray and dull with space debris, tarnished by who knew how many years of neglect. Underneath the grime was white, and beneath that, it could be seen in places, battleship gray, the color of the bare metal of the hull. This first impression left no doubt as to its occupancy. The ship had been abandoned.  
 
    But if anti-matter had struck the derelict, the damage wasn’t visible. That gave the trio of escapees some hope that they might find something still useful aboard the craft, which, at more than four hundred feet in length, dwarfed the shuttle, even the prison transport, but was small compared to Imperium ships of the line, the length of which reached a thousand feet and more. 
 
    The craft was an oval, with wing-like structures at the front that gave it a T-shaped appearance. Below this was a corrugated green-black hull. The upper surface was topped by a crest, the base of which was another green-black strip of rippling metal. Noomi guided the shuttle around the big ship. 
 
    “You think that’s the Brobdingnab?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Rastheln’iq replied. “If the Brobdingnab ever truly existed, it would be much larger.” 
 
    “And this doesn’t look like a passenger liner to me,” added Indri. 
 
    “And I don’t believe in superstition,” said the emotionless Viridian scientist. “If the Brobdingnab was real, sighting it is certainly not an omen of disaster.” 
 
    “There are things beyond the understanding of sentient beings,” Indri Mindsinger warned.  
 
    Noomi interrupted as the shuttle came around, the port side of the derelict came into view, sounding out the name of the derelict, which was emblazoned along one wing. “What’s a ‘Res Vishnu’?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Indri Mindsinger. Beside him, the Vir remained silent, studying the big ship.  
 
    The name Vishnu was written in old script, barely understandable. The current common tongue of the Imperium, Lingua Galactica, had evolved from Englot, a mélange of Earth languages a millennium earlier, a melding of Spanglish and Mandarinese and the odd slang word from a dozen other human languages. During the intercourse with other races, new words came into use, and the language expanded until Englot terms became a plurality in the new common tongue. In addition to the name Lingua Galactica, it had several informal ones, depending upon which part of known space you were in. It had been called Standard, Basic, Common, the Language, and Pidgin, among others. While the writing on the derelict was still fairly legible, its meaning was not clear. 
 
    The front of the craft was blunt, pot-bellied – there lay the hangar bay. Without being told, Noomi Bloodgood flew the shuttle toward the opening, handling the ship as if she were born to it. 
 
    Observing the open bay door, Rastheln’iq said, “It appears the crew abandoned ship.” 
 
    “No sign of beam or torpedo damage,” said the Tatar girl as she inspected the hull of the great derelict as the shuttle came near the Vishnu.  
 
    The ship was dark, though dim lights were visible at certain points, including the bay. This was not bright enough to reveal what lay within, but the proximity sensors of the shuttle were better than light. The little craft sailed into the hangar bay of the derelict, for the sensors’ measurement taking was more precise than any eye could make. 
 
    “Looks like their own shuttle is missing,” observed Indri, gesturing to a marked area to one side that was vacant. 
 
    “As I surmised,” murmured Rastheln’iq. 
 
    The Tatar girl set the shuttle down with remarkable gentleness in the fifty-foot high space. As she left her seat, the Viridian scientist said, “There are but two atmosphere suits. Indri Mindsinger and I will investigate.” 
 
    “I’m tougher than the both of you put together,” Noomi Bloodgood snarled. “I don’t need protecting.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” said Rastheln’iq, “if you are injured or killed, we will have no one to pilot this shuttle. If there is danger, any survivor that makes it back has a chance of escape if you are here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” the Delphian priest agreed, though he did not want to. Fellow Delph had died at the hands of Wormwood, and Indri wanted as little to do with him as possible. But what he said made sense. 
 
    As the two men suited up, Indri Mindsinger said, “I sense a presence here. Faint, but real.” 
 
    “Oh?” asked the Viridian scientist in a tone full of wonder. 
 
    “Yes, and it feels that it belongs here. But it’s also afraid.  
 
    “I can’t say more. Psychomancy isn’t magic, you know.” 
 
    Rastheln’iq studied the Delph. “It is a shame you are not a pilot. I would feel safer with the Tatar by my side.” 
 
    “Likewise,” retorted Indri unkindly. 
 
    With that, the two men disembarked from the small fore chamber, going out into the hangar bay. This was a hundred fifty feet wide and two hundred long. A number of doors surrounded the bay.  
 
    The pair’s first order of business was shutting the large bay door. If there was any atmosphere in other parts of the craft, it would then not escape when they left the bay and entered the ship proper. The controls were simple and straightforward, and Rastheln’iq had no trouble getting the big bay door closed. The fact that the controls still functioned meant that the ship’s power plant still had some life in it. That gave him some hope for his plans. 
 
    Meanwhile, Indri Mindsinger explored the bay. What first got his attention were a number of corpses. These had been perfectly preserved by the vacuum of space. They appeared human, though with the injuries that had killed them, it was difficult to be certain. Their wounds were obvious. Most had scorch marks on their navy-colored uniforms. Two had been torn apart.  
 
    Indri moved on. 
 
    For the first time, he noticed that the prison shuttle had no markings of any kind on its exterior. This was not only illegal, although it wasn’t always strictly enforced, since electronic identification was commonplace, but impossible in the Imperium. The navy had regulations about that sort of thing. This was another puzzle in the mystery of Perga.  
 
    At the bow, the Delphian priest found cold sleep units. He was intrigued by this, for they had not been in use for centuries in the Imperium except in medical facilities, and only the most primitive planets still used the occasionally unreliable technology. That would certainly explain the unfamiliar configuration of the ship, being from some less advanced world that was just exploring space. The Imperium kept an eye on these cultures, but the Delph, having been in custody for some time, would not have heard the news of a new one attaining space flight and Overdrive capability. Known space was a big place and there were still habited planets that had not yet been discovered. What lay beyond the territory of the Layeb Instrumentality, the Imperium’s only real enemy, was unknown, as was what lay on the other side of the Imperium from Earth, known simply as Cosmos Incognita. Perhaps Purgatory was located on the frontier and this derelict belonged to some undiscovered species? That could account for Perga’s secret location.  
 
    Yes, Indri decided, that seemed the likeliest explanation. All that made sense – except for the script on the side of the Vishnu. That made it an ancient Republic of Earth ship – unless the markings coincidentally looked like Englot, but was not. His knowledge of Englot was not sufficient to draw any definitive conclusion about this. It was a mystery. 
 
    Could the Vishnu be the actual ship upon which that the legend of the Brobdingnab was based? Over time, legends grew and warped. Perhaps the Brobdingnab was never the largest luxury liner ever built, and its story morphed as centuries passed. But there was then the problem of the difference in names. No matter, Wormwood would sort it out once he accessed the ship’s computer. 
 
    The Delph had examined the first several of the cold sleep chambers and found them empty when Rastheln’iq’s thin, reedy voice came over the radio. “Are you ready to proceed to the next level, Mindsinger?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    They met at the elevators that lay at the front of the bay, behind the cold sleep chambers. These only went up, this level being the bottom of the ship. 
 
    Indri saw that Rastheln’iq had removed his helmet, and plumes of steam escaped his thin green lips as he breathed the cold air of the bay. Once the Delphian priest had done the same, he heard the Vir say, “I activated the blowers. It will be comfortable soon enough. The ship has been in hibernation mode, explaining the dim lights we observed. I expect that there will be atmosphere in other parts of the ship. Once we find the master computer, I should be able to find out more about it.” 
 
    The two entered the elevator, and took it one level up. There was a single corridor that appeared to run the length of the ship. Not far distant, at the bow, was an airlock. Toward the aft was a collection of rooms. The men moved in that direction. Splitting up at an intersection, they found a number of staterooms, too few for the size of the ship, Rastheln’iq thought. But before he could give this much thought, Noomi Bloodgood’s voice came over his helmet radio, “A robot just came into the bay! I’ve never seen his type before but he doesn’t look friendly!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is the presence you sensed,” Rastheln’iq suggested to the Delphian priest. 
 
    “No,” retorted Indri Mindsinger, “I cannot detect cybernetic minds, only organic ones.” 
 
    “Then perhaps an organic one is directing the cybernetic one,” returned the Viridian scientist. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Indri replied in a thoughtful tone. He was plainly puzzled by what he sensed – and what he did not. Finally, he told Rastheln’iq about the little Zam gun he’d found – so named for the peculiar sound it made when fired – mentioning, “It will do nothing against that robot.” Zammers, as they were sometimes called, were stunning firearms for use on organic life, temporarily short-circuiting nervous systems. “What shall we do?” 
 
    “The Tatar is probably perfectly safe inside the shuttle,” said Rastheln’iq, “unless the robot is a combat model. With her Templar background, I presume the girl would recognize this if it was the case.” 
 
    “So you propose to do nothing?” 
 
    “Not at all,” answered the Vir. “I propose we continue our search and look for something to stop that robot if it comes looking for us.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know if he heads your direction,” came Noomi Bloodgood’s voice. “Where are you?” 
 
    As if anticipating the response of Indri, Rastheln’iq cut in: “Better not to say, in case the robot can hear and understand us.”  
 
    The Tatar girl watched the robot. It resembled a primitive cast iron pot-bellied stove, standing some eight feet tall and possessing a number of arms, none of which resembled another; each seemed designed for a singular function. One of the arms resembled a tentacle. The robot’s skin was unadorned silvery metal for the most part. Despite its ancient appearance, it glided over the metal floor of the bay effortlessly, circling the shuttle, using anti-gravity propulsion. It appeared to be studying the small ship. It made several passes around it, then departed, moving toward the bow where the elevators lay. 
 
    “It’s on the move,” Noomi warned the two men. 
 
    “Understood,” came Indri’s voice. 
 
    When Rastheln’iq did not respond, he called out, “Wormwood?” Silence. “Wormwood!” he called out again, now moving back toward the central corridor. Finally, the Viridian scientist’s voice came. “I am fine. I found something. Meet me where we split up.” 
 
    If the robot comprehended this, it still would not know where the two escapees were. Considering the old script on the hull, Rastheln’iq doubted it could process modern language, but their situation was delicate enough that it would not do to invite trouble. No sentient being, except for possibly heavy gravity-worlders, was a match for any robot, no matter how innocuous or well intentioned it was. 
 
    When Indri arrived at the intersection a couple of minutes later, he found Rastheln’iq there, his thin arms full of weapons. The Delphian priest did not recognize their model. But their configuration said “handgun”. They were small, boxy, with a handgrip and a snout. They might have conceivably been tools of some sort, but if so, Indri did not recognize them. 
 
    Reading the puzzlement on the Delph’s mottled features, Rastheln’iq said, “I do not recognize them, either, but using them is straightforward enough.” 
 
    This was true. Handguns had not changed in millennia; hands were common enough among sentient races of known space that all weapons possessed handgrips, and firearms you merely had to point at a target. Simple enough. 
 
    Rastheln’iq handed over a number of the weapons, explaining, “They appear to use primitive light technology. It must have been effective for it to be their means of offense or defense. We might find it effective against the robot if need be.” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger unfastened his jumpsuit and deposited a few of the weapons into it – the prison uniforms possessed no pockets – retaining one in each hand. The Vir did the same, but left a single hand free. 
 
    “I found the brig,” said Indri. 
 
    “And I, the armory, obviously,” answered Rastheln’iq. “This must be the security level, and the rooms quarters for soldiers.” 
 
    “I agree. Let us go.” 
 
    But no sooner had the plant man cast his gaze in the direction of the lift when he announced, “The elevator is not there. The robot must have summoned it.” 
 
    Indri raised his two weapons and pointed them at the elevator opening. 
 
    “Do not be foolish, Mindsinger,” said Rastheln’iq. “I saw an elevator in the armory. Follow me.” He hurriedly led the way through the maze of rooms and corridors until the pair arrived at the lift. Getting in, the Vir touched a glassine plate with an “up” arrow on it. Like other controls he had found, it was sensitive to touch. The elevator began to rise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two doors and a corridor lay outside the elevator. It faced another lift, a wall having been between them on the lower deck. One set of doors led to another corridor, one that ran the length of the Resvishnu. Ignoring that for the moment, Rastheln’iq tried the other doors. Beyond this lay a control room of some kind. While Indri Mindsinger stood watch in the corridor, the plant man studied the control panels. These were marked in the same old script as the name on the hull, and it took him some time to decipher the various plates that were activated by touch. When he was finished, he reported to the Delph: “Weapons control. This appears not to be a warship. If my interpretations are correct, the ship only carries defense missiles, not autodrones or torpedoes. 
 
    “The system is currently off. It must be re-activated before anything functions other than the elevators or doors. This ship is in hibernation: Autonomic functions are working, but the ship’s operating system is off. We must find the mainframe.” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger nodded.  
 
    “It seems unlikely it would be on this level, so we should continue upward.” Without waiting for a response, Rastheln’iq returned to the elevator. The Delphian priest followed. 
 
    As it rose, the Viridian scientist observed, “We are bypassing a level, based on the length of time that is passing.” 
 
    “The first elevators we used were larger,” remarked the Delph. “They must be the main lifts, stopping at every level.” 
 
    “Hopefully, the robot will confine his travel to them. If so, we may avoid him for some time. Leaving the weapons level so quickly should delay him finding us, at any rate.” 
 
    “You think he’s looking for us?” 
 
    “I intend to act as if he is. It is safer that way.” 
 
    Indri nodded. “You’re right.” 
 
    “I usually am,” Rastheln’iq agreed without so much as a hint of pride in his thin voice. 
 
    The elevator then stopped, and the two men stepped out. They chose the short hall to the aft, rather than the doors in the other direction, which, if this deck followed the plan of the others, would lead to a corridor that ran the length of the Vishnu.  
 
    The door at the end of the short hall opened, and Rastheln’iq surveyed the chamber, which was diamond shaped and sixty feet along its major axis, which was also the keel of the Resvishnu. Near the center stood an elevator.  
 
    The plant man went to one console and studied it. “This appears to be auxiliary control. I may be able to get the main operating system working from here. Access to the ship’s library may tell us quite a bit about where we are.” 
 
    Standing in the doorway, Indri Mindsinger smiled grimly. Little by little, their chances were improving. They had done the impossible by escaping the prison transport, survived a minefield of anti-matter and found a functioning derelict – at least partially functioning. Re-starting the engines would be the litmus test of success in the Delphian priest’s mind. “Are you making any progress?” he asked patiently. 
 
    “Some. I not only need to ascertain the purpose of unfamiliar controls, but also decipher the ancient script that labels the controls. I assure you I am doing my best.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Rastheln’iq continued to work in silence, and Indri Mindsinger did not disturb him.  
 
    Suddenly the hum of the elevator permeated the deck.  
 
    “The other elevator is arriving!” the Delph barked. Moving into the auxiliary control room, he leveled his guns at the lift door. He waited for the elevator to stop and disgorge its passenger.  
 
    Behind him, Indri heard Rastheln’iq on the radio confirming that Noomi Bloodgood had not left the hangar bay, to ensure that she would not be shot by accident. The Viridian scientist seemed to think of everything. 
 
    The elevator door opened, revealing the robot, the type of which Indri had not seen before, either. Without waiting to see what it would do, the Delphian priest fired his two weapons. Hot, bright light pulsed out of them, and struck the robot. Most of the beams’ energy seemed to dissipate against its tarnished skin, seemingly deflected by some arcane alchemical means.  
 
    As the robot came forward, Indri stepped back into the room. The door shut behind him, and he shot the controls to keep the robot out. Through the metal door, he heard the arms of the robot begin to work.  
 
    Glancing at Rastheln’iq, he asked, “Now what?” 
 
    “As loath as I am to take the elevator without knowing its destination, it seems we have little choice,” answered the plant man. He moved quickly to the single lift in the room, and found the glassine plate in it indicated that it only went down – to the level they’d skipped. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger joined him, and the Vir set the elevator in motion. 
 
    They emerged in an irregularly shaped chamber. Taking the equipment therein in a glance, Rastheln’iq explained, “Unless I am mistaken, this monitors the sensors and communications array, but it is incredibly primitive. Everything here is.” His mind began working to solve the puzzle of the ship, unable to resist the challenge. 
 
    “I’m not hopeful that the broken door control will stop the robot,” admitted Indri. 
 
    “No, probably not,” the Viridian scientist agreed. 
 
    It quickly became apparent that the elevator was the only entrance or exit to the monitor room. The chamber held less than two thousand square feet of floor, so there was no chance of the pair having missed a door or stairway in their search.  
 
    “I can find only one avenue of escape,” Rastheln’iq announced finally. 
 
    “Oh?” Indri asked with an undertone of hope, for it still eluded him. 
 
    “Outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Indri asked, not completely certain he had heard the plant man correctly. 
 
    “Certain elements of the sensor equipment lie outside, on the hull of the ship,” explained Rastheln’iq. “There is probably a way out to repair them from here.” 
 
    “And then we return to the bay along the skin of the ship, where Noomi can let us in,” Indri said excitedly, following the Vir’s train of thought. 
 
    “Actually, there is a closer way in,” said Rastheln’iq. “The ship’s missile rack is one deck below. There is probably an exterior manual override that will grant us entrance there. 
 
    “And if not, we can make our way to the hangar bay as you suggested.” 
 
    Pulling on his helmet, Indri Mindsinger began looking for the hatch that the Viridian scientist postulated. Soon, the two found what they were looking for: It was not an airlock, but simply a hatch that opened the room to the vacuum of space. 
 
    The elevator arrived, and, opening, revealed the robot. 
 
    “It’s here,” cried Indri, pulling one of the guns he carried and firing at the robot. As before, this had little effect on the machine, which came toward the pair. 
 
    Rastheln’iq, who had also donned his helmet, frantically opened the hatch, and the two men were blown out into space by the greater air pressure within the chamber. The robot, held in place by its anti-gravity propulsion, silently watched them as they activated their suit impellers and made their way back toward the hull.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger nervously eyed the robot as they followed the curve of the hull downward. At the deck below, they located the manual control, and got back into the Resvishnu. There were two sets of doors, between which lay the fire control room that they had discovered not long ago. They opened these before removing their helmets, to allow the corridor atmosphere to replenish the airless chamber. Once in the hallway, they found the elevators. 
 
    “If the robot deduces what we’ve done, he’s likelier to use these aft elevators,” said the Delphian priest in a worried tone. “I suggest we use the bow pair.” 
 
    “I concur,” agreed Rastheln’iq, and the two men hurried forward along the corridor that ran the length of the ship. At the end of this was a door. When it opened, the Viridian scientist declared, “Ah, the engine room.” 
 
    The chamber stretched up some twenty or thirty feet; this was the lowest level of engineering. Three great atomic power plants – which Rastheln’iq recognized as cold fusion reactors – lay just inside the doorway, and beyond them, the main elevator bank. This was flanked on either side by twin thrusters – primitive, just like all the rest of the technology he had seen, Rastheln’iq reflected. Judging by their size and shape – almost a hundred feet long and oval – half their volume was outside the hull, curling under the lowest level of the Resvishnu. The main engineering controls and monitoring systems were tucked against one outer wall. 
 
    The Viridian scientist followed slowly, taking in the contents of the chamber, as Indri Mindsinger hurried to the elevators. 
 
    There were corpses here, or what was left of them. Exposed to atmosphere for untold years, they had disintegrated, leaving behind stained uniforms of a synthetic material that was in bad shape but still recognizable. It appeared fragile enough to fall apart upon touch. Metal on the uniforms, such as attaching devices and symbols of rank, survived intact. 
 
    Knowing what lay immediately above – the upper level of engineering at the bow and the sensor and communications room aft – the pair continued upward. When the elevator door opened, the two men found themselves in a foyer that had multiple doors and hallways. And more human remains. Around corners they found more elevators, which must only go up, as they did not exist on lower decks. 
 
    One nearby door led to a galley. As the Delph explored it, Rastheln’iq said, “I doubt you will find anything worth eating. This ship is over a thousand years old.” 
 
    To Indri’s blank look, the plant man explained, “The primitive technology coupled with the ancient script demonstrates the age of the ship. The ‘Res’ the Tatar read on the hull stands for ‘Republic of Earth Ship’.” 
 
    “But that ended seven centuries ago.” 
 
    The Vir nodded. “This design and technology is much, much older.” 
 
    “What is a Republic of Earth ship doing out here, wherever we are? Why hasn’t it been salvaged?” 
 
    “Good questions,” remarked Rastheln’iq. “I have no answers. I know no more about Earth history than you. Humans discovered the Overdrive fourteen hundred years ago, which led to contact with other races and the formation of the Concordat Federation a century later. I would estimate the ship’s age at closer to fourteen hundred years than seven hundred.” 
 
    “And it’s been sitting out here all that time?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like the cats that Tatars were sometimes inaccurately compared to, the chimera species possessed a great deal of curiosity. Noomi Bloodgood was no exception to this rule. Waiting in the shuttle – quite impatiently, as it turned out – went against her nature.  
 
    She decided there could be little harm in her exploring the hangar bay. She was quite quick, and even if she could not outfight the robot, should he return, she could outrun him. So, arming herself with a large spanner, the Tatar stepped outside the shuttle and began her quest.  
 
    Anxious to find a control room, the men had made only a cursory examination of the two small chambers at the rear of the bay. That was Noomi’s destination. She intended to perform a more thorough search. The one on the starboard side, she found, was merely an airlock. Opposite the airlock was an office of some kind, used by an officer to oversee the comings and goings of shuttles, and directing the unloading and loading of cargo, probably. The office contained the things most offices contain, although Noomi’s experiences with offices was quite limited, confined to her short visits to those of superior officers in the Templars. It had been a good life, full of booty and battle that came naturally to Tatars. Until that day …. 
 
    Rather than relive the day she was drummed out of the Templars and sentenced to life on Purgatory, Noomi Bloodgood moved to the cold sleep chambers in the bow of the Resvishnu. There were ten of these, grouped five on each side of the middle corridor. 
 
    They resembled modern medical suspension pods. It had been a very long time since anyone had used them for long-term travel in known space. The door to each was shut, Noomi found as she moved along, peering into each one. They were also empty. 
 
    The Tatar’s hackles rose involuntarily when she saw a green light on one of the cryo-chambers. All the others showed a dim red light, which she took to mean not in use. Green should then mean “occupied”. Noomi went to it, looked inside: There was a man in it! 
 
    The girl’s clawed hands went to the controls of the cryo-chamber, her nimble fingers working buttons. It still seemed to be functioning, but, after all this time, perhaps only the indicators worked. She wouldn’t know until the door opened. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood watched as the human began to twitch. He was alive! And he would have answers to the Tatar’s questions. 
 
    Slowly, he returned to life as he was quick thawed. He was rather homely looking for a human, Noomi thought, with brutish features and dark, unruly hair. He was solidly built and rather compact, not much taller than her own five feet.  
 
    Finally, a new light came on and a low klaxon sounded. Noomi interpreted this as the unfreezing process was finished, although it might have meant that something had gone wrong. She had no way of knowing, and, her only means of finding out being to examine the human, she opened the door.  
 
    Wearing a uniform similar to those of the corpses in the bay, the small man staggered through the opening, his eyes closed. He mumbled something that was gibberish to Noomi.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    In response to her voice, the human raised his head and opened his eyes. Upon seeing the Tatar, he screeched and retreated back into the chamber. Quick as a flash, Noomi reached out, took hold of his collar and hauled him out into the hall. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” said the girl. “Where are you from? What happened to your ship?” 
 
    A little more calmly, the man babbled something that Noomi could not understand. This required a more scholarly mind than hers. Rastheln’iq was going to have to question the human. 
 
    Stepping back, Noomi gestured for the crewman to follow her. Timidly, he trailed behind her as she led the way to the shuttle. She planned on protecting their only source of information about the ship. He was worth a hundred hours of study! 
 
    Back in the shuttle, the human mimed drinking. Noomi got into the emergency supplies and gave him water. Then the crewman resumed speaking. Pointing to himself, he said, “Tully.” 
 
    Imitating him, the Tatar pointed to herself and said, “Noomi.” 
 
    The human named Tully smiled. He began talking, slowly and clearly. Noomi Bloodgood was surprised to find that she understood a few of the words he used. Not enough to follow what he was saying, but a word here and there. He spoke ancient Englot! The words she recognized – though badly pronounced – had come from that language. 
 
    Listening more carefully now, Noomi got the gist of Tully’s story: The Vishnu was an experimental ship that disappeared on its test voyage. The robot went insane and started killing crewmen. That was about all she got out of his story, but it was a good start. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can explore more if we split up,” suggested Rastheln’iq after he and the Delph had searched the immediate vicinity, turning up a mess hall, a laundry and a gymnasium. “I want a look at their Overdrive.” 
 
    “Stay close,” warned Indri. “That robot may appear at any moment.” 
 
    The plant man nodded as he went toward the bow. What he found surprised even him. He would not have recognized the Vishnu’s Overdrive if he hadn’t expected it. It looked more like a child’s model than a modern Overdrive. This confirmed his theory about the ship’s ancient origin.  
 
    Like other ship functions, the Overdrive was shut off. Studying the engine, Rastheln’iq believed it would work if the other systems ran properly. He did everything he could to ascertain the Overdrive’s exact state, which was not much, due to the lockdown of the computer. If he’d had another thirty minutes in auxiliary control …. 
 
    “By the Green Mother Bixuhazalet!” the Viridian scientist murmured, suddenly recalling that the auxiliary control room was on this very deck. “Curse me for a fool!”  
 
    Rastheln’iq hurried aft. At the main elevator bank, he found Indri Mindsinger, breathless. “The robot! He came up the rear elevator! He’s right behind me!” 
 
    As the Delphian priest tumbled into one of the lifts, Rastheln’iq went to the other three elevators, and sent them on their way; the adjacent main elevator he sent down before joining Indri and going upward. 
 
    When he learned what the Vir had done, Indri Mindsinger observed, “You’re quite a strategist.” 
 
    “Not really,” admitted Rastheln’iq. “I am not a soldier. I am a scientist. I observe and draw conclusions. The robot does not seem able to track us, and making it wait for an elevator to return will buy us valuable time, and time is now of the essence. 
 
    “Further, he may reason that we are investigating each deck in turn, for that is what we have been doing. I suggest that we bypass all other decks and go all the way to the top. The bridge is probably located there, based on what little I know of Republic of Earth ships.” 
 
    “That’s all right with me,” agreed Indri. The robot could probably be controlled, or at least shut down, from there. “Thank you for not leaving me behind, Rastheln’iq.” 
 
    “‘Wormwood’ is fine,” replied the plant man. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “You may call me Wormwood if you like. I understand the animal mind’s predilection for giving derisive names to things it does not understand.” 
 
    Stunned by the observation, Indri Mindsinger had nothing to say to that. 
 
    Two decks whizzed by in silence as the elevator rose. When it arrived at its destination and the two men disembarked, the Delphian priest said, “May I suggest you hurry?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rastheln’iq replied without rancor, although he felt the warning unnecessary. Locating the computer room, he went to work at once, ignoring the remains of the crew that was littered about the chamber. There was a greater concentration here than in other parts of the Vishnu. The crew obviously fought to protect the bridge, whatever befell them. 
 
    Apparently, the Delph noted, the plant man was an expert with computers. He was better known as a medical scientist, and the inhuman experiments he conducted on various races until he was caught. Indri Mindsinger had already been in custody then, awaiting trial while the Imperium built a case against him, one that would exile him forever. Initially, he’d wondered why they hadn’t proceeded with the charges upon which they’d arrested him. He was better known than he thought, and they weren’t about to let him off with a light sentence. Once they’d collated evidence from his numerous crimes, they’d sent him to Perga. 
 
    The Delphian priest realized that some time had passed as he stood watch, lost in thought. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “The computer is locked. I am attempting to unlock it,” replied Rastheln’iq. “I can then control the main operating system from here.” 
 
    Minutes ticked by. The Delph wondered what was taking so long. Then, he heard Rastheln’iq speak. His voice was so low that Indri wasn’t completely sure that he’d spoken at all. Then, it came again – “No.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Indri Mindsinger asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I cannot unlock the computer,” Rastheln’iq explained. The Delphian priest thought he heard frustration in the plant man’s thin voice. Perhaps it was only his imagination. “It is impossible.” 
 
    “Nothing’s impossible,” said Indri from the doorway. “You can do this. I know you can.” He went into the computer room. “Anything that is locked can be unlocked. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Some things, once done, cannot be undone,” Rastheln’iq said quietly. 
 
    Indri was about to reply when he heard the elevator arrive.  
 
    His dark eyes flashed to the doorway. The shadow of the robot now filled it.  
 
    “Come on!” yelled the Delphian priest, spying a door in one corner of the room. He had no idea where it led, but it would take them away from the robot, whose tentacle arm was even now questing into the computer room. It wrapped itself around Indri’s arm, spoiling his aim as he tried to fire his weapon. 
 
    The tentacle began pulling the Delph toward the robot as one of its metal arms swung around to meet its prey. Indri tried to break free. The tentacle arm was strong, as strong as he – more powerful than humans. 
 
    Sparks suddenly erupted from the tentacle – Rastheln’iq had shot it! 
 
    The snake-like arm went limp suddenly, and Indri pulled free. He scrambled away as the robot compensated for the minor damage, swinging the tentacle about. The plant man, having snapped out of his momentary despair, pulled Indri Mindsinger through the door behind the two. 
 
    They were in a conference room. More mostly-empty uniforms. 
 
    “Follow me,” directed the Viridian scientist, leading the way to a door on the opposite side of the room. This led back out into the elevator foyer. Behind them the robot was coming through the doorway.  
 
    When Indri moved toward an elevator, Rastheln’iq said, “We do not have time for that.” He pulled the Delph along into the bridge, which comprised the aft half of the uppermost deck of the Vishnu. There, he shot the door controls to slow the robot down. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, stepping into one of the two elevators in the room. As Indri followed, Rastheln’iq sent it downward, explaining, “Remember these from deck four? I sent them up away from the robot.” 
 
    “You mean … you planned this?” Indri Mindsinger asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No, not really,” admitted the Viridian scientist. “I sent them as far as possible to consume as much time as possible if summoned by the robot. But I knew they terminated at the first deck. I understood the elevator controls that much by then.” 
 
    The elevator dropped and disgorged its passengers on deck four, where auxiliary control was located. 
 
    “We might not have much time,” Rastheln’iq told Indri. “While I believe the robot cannot track our movements, I surmise that it knows where the elevators go and stop. When we took an elevator one deck up, it knew it. We confused it with sending multiple elevators at once. That is why we had so much time undisturbed in the computer room,” the plant man explained as he led the way down the long hallway toward auxiliary control. “Fortunately, our destination is at the other end of the ship from the elevators. It may not guess where we are going. 
 
    “It also occurred to me that the auxiliary control room may be able to unlock the computer.” 
 
    “Why? Why not the computer control room?” Indri asked, bewildered. 
 
    “The auxiliary control room is designed to access the computer if anything is wrong in the main control room ….” 
 
    “Such as if the computer is accidentally locked and can’t be accessed from there,” the Delph finished, finally comprehending. 
 
    The Vir went to work as soon as he entered the auxiliary control room. Indri Mindsinger was astonished at the speed at which his spindly green fingers flew over the control plates. The plant man had learned much from his short time in the computer control room. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rastheln’iq stepped way from the controls, and, turning to face the Delph, announced, “It is done. The system is shut down now. This includes the robot. I found that it is controlled by the computer.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that mean life support is also off now?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” nodded the plant man, “but the ship’s batteries will keep it operating for the short time it takes me to take full control of the main operating system. I expect to be able to start the Overdrive engine as well as the ship’s reaction drive.” 
 
    For the first time in a long time, Indri Mindsinger smiled. 
 
    “Of course, with the primitive condition of the Overdrive, we will not be able to go far, but we can leave this system – and our pursuers, as well – behind.” 
 
    “I’ll summon Noomi,” the Delph said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was difficult to judge who was more surprised by the presence of the other – Rastheln’iq and Indri Mindsinger or Tully, for while the human was flabbergasted by the existence of three alien beings, they had not expected to find any living soul aboard the deserted Vishnu. Tully was in a daze, muttering to himself that he was experiencing a vivid cold sleep dream, cryonic suspension being well known for producing such things. 
 
    “This must be the presence you sensed when we first arrived on this ship,” suggested the Viridian scientist. 
 
    “Indeed,” agreed Indri. “He is frightened, skeptical – and untrustworthy. But probably not dangerous.” 
 
    After telling the startled crewman that they meant him no harm, Rastheln’iq began questioning him. He had a better time understanding Tully than Noomi Bloodgood had had, due to his much higher level of literacy. His vocabulary was enormous compared to hers, and he knew the origins of many, many words. This helped him translate parts of Tully’s speech that were Englot-derived Lingua Galactica words. As mighty as the Tatar’s military was, much of their advanced technology came from worlds they’d raided in their first century of space flight. This had brought them up to the common standard of known space. 
 
    Tully, the human explained, was Joseph P. Tull, commonly called “Tully” by his fellow crewmen. A reluctant member of the crew, he had been the cook aboard the Vishnu, the first Earth ship to use Overdrive, the engine that allowed craft to travel faster than the speed of light by folding space, bypassing the actual distance between stars determined by the space-time continuum. Tully admitted that he was fuzzy on the technical details, which Rastheln’iq was well aware of. The Vishnu’s destination had been Alpha Centauri, the closest star to Earth. 
 
    Something went wrong on that first jump. They didn’t know where they’d jumped to – the stars were not where they were expected to be. As the captain sought answers and mechanics examined the Stardrive engine – as Tully called it – the robot went crazy and began attacking the crew. 
 
    “It has been chasing us since we arrived,” said Rastheln’iq. “But it has been deactivated. I shut down the main computer.” 
 
    Rather than asking how the plant man had accomplished this, Tully exclaimed, “Thank God! 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “I estimate fourteen hundred years,” answered Rastheln’iq. 
 
    Tully let out a low whistle. “Fourteen hundred years ….” 
 
    “Known space is quite different now, human.” The Vir went on to briefly sketch the socio-political landscape of the modern age. There were two major powers in the Orion Spur of the Milky Way: the Imperium, which had absorbed the four major interstellar governments when it took over the Concordat Federation, which had been composed of the Republic of Earth, the Delph Consortium, the Viridian Federation, and the Tatar Confederation, the perpetrators of the coup; and the Layeb Instrumentality, a theocracy located on the Earth side of the Imperium. The Bringle, one of the progenitor races of the Tatars along with humans, had joined the Layeb when their own war with the Concordat Federation had turned against them. “Our ship was recently destroyed by the nearby anti-matter cloud. We escaped on its shuttle and found your ship, hoping to use it to leave the asteroid field.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Tully. “I remember someone saying something about anti-matter. That became a second priority once P.A.L. started killing people.” 
 
    “P.A.L.?” 
 
    “The robot,” Tully explained. “It stood for some fancy military jargon, but it worked as a nickname. Everyone called him ‘Pal’. He was programmed to interact with the crew in addition to his duties, which was to assist in ship operations.” 
 
    “We can repair his programming once the computer is fully active,” said Rastheln’iq.  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Tully. 
 
    “I re-booted the computer to restore the ship’s systems to operating mode. The Vishnu has been in hibernation.” 
 
    “H-how did you deactivate Pal?” 
 
    “By shutting off the computer,” Rastheln’iq explained patiently. Patience was a racial trait of the Vir. 
 
    “That’s all you did? Shut down everything from the main computer?” Tully persisted. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then the re-boot will reactivate Pal!” 
 
    As if to punctuate this announcement, the door to the auxiliary control room opened, revealing the robot Pal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone seemed to move all at once.  
 
    As Pal came into the chamber, Noomi Bloodgood charged forward to attack and Indri Mindsinger brought his weapons to bear on the robot, shooting the already-damaged tentacle arm as it swept up to meet the Tatar. Rastheln’iq hurried to the computer controls as Tully scurried away, disappearing, unseen by the others, into a maintenance shaft. 
 
    What was left of Pal’s tentacle grabbed Noomi and held her fast as it brought another arm to bear – this one wielded a fusion torch that activated, throwing off blinding blue-white light as it swung around. 
 
    Indri rushed forward and took hold of this metal appendage, afraid that his aim was not accurate enough to shoot it without striking the Tatar girl. Placing one handgun against the metal casing of the torch, the Delph fired. The tool exploded, ruining it – but sending Indri to the floor while Noomi struggled to get free. Despite her superior strength, Pal was mightier still. 
 
    Glancing down at the Delphian priest, she saw that he was out of the fight, not moving. 
 
    Suddenly, the tentacle went limp as Pal dropped to the floor, inactive once more. Noomi fell with him, nimbly landing on all fours. She did not take her eyes off Pal as she got to her feet. “Thank you, Rastleniqs … Ratlesniq ….” Her face scrunched up as she tried to pronounce the plant man’s name.  
 
    “Wormwood is fine,” said the Vir without any annoyance. “As you probably deduced, I shut down the computer. No thanks are necessary.” 
 
    The Tatar suddenly giggled. To Rastheln’iq’s puzzled look, she answered, “Rattlesnake. You’re as cold-blooded and dangerous as a rattlesnake.” 
 
    “Wormwood is fine,” he repeated, returning to the control plates. 
 
    Tully soon appeared from his hiding place, unapologetic at having fled. He knew better than anyone how lethal Pal could be, and did not even possess a weapon with which to defend himself. Getting to his feet, he watched the Viridian scientist manipulate the computer controls. 
 
    Minutes passed, during which Noomi attended to Indri, who was no worse for the wear when he regained consciousness. She knew a little about field medicine. 
 
    Finally, Rastheln’iq announced, “I have found the problem. Neither the Overdrive nor Pal malfunctioned. The main computer’s operating system is faulty.” He turned to face the others. “Unfortunately, I am not familiar enough with it to repair it with any confidence.” 
 
    “So we’re stuck here …,” said Noomi Bloodgood dejectedly. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed the Vir in a quiet tone. “But we have shelter and presumably food that may not taste good after fourteen centuries but is probably edible. We can wait out any ship looking for us. Then we can use the shuttle to escape.” 
 
    “The shuttle … the shuttle,” murmured Indri Mindsinger. “You know computers better than I, Wormwood. Couldn’t we use the shuttle’s computer to operate the Vishnu? Link the two systems together? Its computer must be many times more powerful than this ancient one.” 
 
    The plant man smiled thinly. “I believe I could do that. I shall begin at once.” 
 
    And so he did. Days passed as Rastheln’iq did the work. This took some time, as he had to mesh two systems that were never meant to be compatible, bypassing the operating system of the Vishnu, and getting its functions to respond to the shuttle computer. While he did this, the others finished the exploration of the Republic of Earth ship, collecting what could be of value and disposing of the rest. Noomi Bloodgood was anxious to be rid of her prison garb, and clothed herself almost immediately in the uniform of the Vishnu’s crew. She looked quite smart in the navy-hued tunic, which was sleeveless with an undershirt. Her two fellow escapees followed suit as soon as they saw her in her new clothing. 
 
    They found a good portion of the food to be edible, but only just so. It was now the equivalent of nineteenth-century shoe leather – containing vital nutrients but little palatable flavor. By the end of the third day, everyone but Rastheln’iq was sick of the food, which had been frozen for fourteen centuries. Although there had only been provisions stocked for a few days, there were enough meals for one hundred twenty crewmen for that period, which meant plenty of food for four. There was also an emergency supply of short-term ready-to-eat meals, standard for all Republic of Earth ships, according to Tully, but these had spoiled long ago. There was of course an ample supply of water, which pleased both Indri and Rastheln’iq. They used it in greater quantities than Noomi and Tully, who only used it for cooking and bathing. He drank liquor, which he shared with everyone else. 
 
    Finally, the day came when Rastheln’iq announced, “My work is complete.” 
 
    “How long until we can start everything up and see if it works?” asked Indri Mindsinger. 
 
    “It has been running for the past hour,” said the Viridian scientist. “I have been monitoring it, to make certain that my programming is flawless.” 
 
    The Delph expected no less from someone with Wormwood’s reputation for details. 
 
    “So, when can we go?” Noomi asked impatiently. 
 
    “I will begin powering up the Overdrive this afternoon,” answered Rastheln’iq. “If all goes well, we should be able to jump in a few hours.” 
 
    Noomi cheered while Indri could not suppress a grin. Even Tully joined in the celebration, although the world he knew was long since dead. What would he say to distant relatives if he returned to Earth? If that was even possible – according to what he had overheard from the others, they did not even know where they were! 
 
    “However, first we need to refill protium,” the plant man interjected, interrupting the impromptu celebration. Protium was not fuel in the strictest sense; Overdrive ran without fuel, deriving energy from the ship power plants. These needed protium as a catalyst, much like fossil fuel-burning motors needed oil and the like, to keep running smoothly. Any gas giant could provide protium, albeit in an impure and inefficient form. But full tanks would get them to some habitable planet where they could decide what to do next based on opportunities available to them there. There was enough protium left in the Vishnu – now impure with age – for a few jumps. But who knew how many would be needed before they found a habitable planet? And the Vishnu’s primitive “Stardrive” did not have the range of modern ships equipped with Overdrive. That would increase the number of jumps necessary to find civilization. 
 
    Now that they had a ship, the next order of business was leaving the Perga system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he’d promised, Rastheln’iq started the Overdrive engine, and it warmed up after centuries of deactivation while the Vishnu began to maneuver out of the asteroid field using its plasma drive. This, too, was primitive by modern standards, but still functioned well enough. Noomi Bloodgood, Indri Mindsinger and Tully were surprised to find Pal on the bridge. 
 
    “It is now under the control of the shuttle computer, and perfectly harmless,” explained Rastheln’iq. “I have configured the controls to something familiar. Noomi, if you will.” 
 
    The Tatar girl took the seat at the helm and began guiding the Vishnu out of the minefield. With anti-matter behind them, she took the ship “up”, which was the shortest distance out of the field. 
 
    After a few minutes, Pal declared, “Ship ahead.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood started at the sound of Pal’s voice, which was deep and quite pleasant. It had an authoritative ring to it. 
 
    “He’s speaking Lingua Galactica,” Indri said in a surprised tone.  
 
    “I didn’t even notice,” put in Noomi. 
 
    “It would not be much use to us if we could not understand him,” explained Rastheln’iq. 
 
    “I didn’t even know he could talk,” said the Tatar. 
 
    “Sure he can talk,” said Tully. “I told you he was programmed to interact with the crew. 
 
    “And Pal is a ‘he’, Wormwood, not an ‘it’.” 
 
    The Viridian scientist emitted something resembling a sigh. “Very well. He can also act as a translator for our human until he learns Lingua Galactica.” 
 
    “You think of everything,” Noomi said wonderingly. 
 
    “I try,” Rastheln’iq said without any irony. 
 
     Pal continued, “Its dimensions are 145 feet by 50 feet, wingspan 115 feet. The engine is inactive. No life forms are aboard. It is the Vimana.” 
 
    “The what?” asked Noomi.  
 
    “The ship’s boat,” explained Pal.  
 
    “Some guys took it to escape when … things went bad,” said Tully, eyeing Pal. He did not know if the robot recalled what he had done, and had no desire to remind him. 
 
     “They had no place to go,” Indri Mindsinger observed in a low tone. “Since our own shuttle is now restricted to the hangar bay, that craft could prove quite useful, Wormwood.” 
 
    “I agree,” said the plant man. “Pal, go to the hangar bay and secure the Vimana by traction beam.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Pal said enthusiastically.  
 
    Four alien eyes went to Rastheln’iq, who explained in a calm voice, “I did not alter his personality in any way.” 
 
    “He’s always been like that,” Tully confirmed with a grin.  
 
    Noomi took the Vishnu in the direction of the transport. Presently the little ship came into view. It was a squat cylinder with wings.  
 
    “What’s a ‘vimana’?” inquired Noomi Bloodgood. 
 
    “It’s an ancient word for a flying ship,” explained Tully. “Really ancient, even during my time. From Earth mythology. It was used by gods who some people claimed were aliens that came to Earth when we were primitive. 
 
    “Vishnu was a god said to be able to cross the universe in a step. That’s how the ship got its name. ‘Vimana’ comes from the same religion. One of the designers of the Vishnu was a Hindu. Patel something. He was the main guy who designed the Stardrive, so he got his way in naming the ship.” 
 
    “Patel, Patel, Patel,” mouthed the Tatar. “I like it.” 
 
    A half hour later, the transport – it was more than just a shuttle – was safely anchored in the bay, and the Vishnu resumed its voyage out of the asteroid field. 
 
    “Gas giant at 136 by 24,” announced Pal. “E.T.A. at our current speed is 38 minutes.” 
 
    Suddenly, Pal exclaimed – if his manner of speaking could be said to include excitement – “A ship has suddenly appeared. I do not recognize it. Its dimensions are –” 
 
    “Never mind, Pal,” snorted Noomi. “I recognize it. It’s a Templar frigate.” 
 
    “Noomi, Overdrive, now!” barked Indri. 
 
    The former Templar did as she was told. She knew as well as anyone that an unarmed ship such as the Vishnu was no match for a Templar frigate. Noomi quickly punched in a random direction as the frigate hailed them and activated the Overdrive without waiting to hear what the Templars had to say. 
 
    The Vishnu disappeared from normal space, traveling through that elusive realm known as subspace.  
 
      
 
      
 
    An almost imperceptible lurch signaled the Vishnu’s return to real space. 
 
    “Must be because of the old Overdrive,” Noomi Bloodgood noted. 
 
    Once things began to calm down, Tully asked, “What just happened? What’s a Templar?” 
 
    “They’re private security,” explained Noomi Bloodgood. “Most corporations use them for security and banking.” 
 
    Rastheln’iq explained that the Order of the Templars was an organization of mercenaries that had come into existence not long after Tully’s era.. Like their namesakes, the Knights Templar of Earth, the original band of space-going Templars protected travelers in the wilder days of space exploration. When business began to dwindle due to treaties that made space travel safer, they moved into private security for interstellar corporations, and into banking themselves. They became as powerful as a small empire, but, since they were useful, no one opposed them. 
 
    “Does anyone have an idea why Templars would be looking for us?” Indri Mindsinger asked. 
 
    In a calm tone, Rastheln’iq asked, “The more pertinent question might be, why isn’t the Imperium?” 
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    “The Borderlands?!” Indri Mindsinger exclaimed upon hearing what section of space the escaped convicts of the Vishnu were stranded in when the ship finally reached the nearest place that passed for civilization in the Borderlands, Halo City. The little mining colony could barely be called civilization, but, under the circumstances, it would have to do. 
 
    The Borderlands was 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. 
 
    This explained the lack of Imperium cruisers – and the presence of a Templar ship in the area. By interstellar law, no Imperium ships of any kind were allowed in the Borderlands, while the Templars, a private organization of mercenaries, could travel in, through and out of the Borderlands like any other private enterprise, such as traders and explorers, of which there were plenty. Containing more than seventy-three million cubic parsecs of space, the Borderlands was a big place, and not all of it had been surveyed yet, even after all these centuries. Settlers came there seeking their fortunes. Miners were the most common type of these, though many sought to escape the rule of the fascist Imperium – anarchists and religious zealots. Although the Tri-Planetary Corporation, one of the largest interstellar concerns, had a toehold in the area prior to the treaty, they were prohibited from expanding operations, giving smaller, independent operations free rein. Halo was one of these. 
 
    The Vishnu and its crew were in bad shape by the time the ship reached Halo, located in an asteroid belt in an otherwise unpopulated system, giving rise to its name. It was close enough to its sun that the ring of debris fairly glowed with sunlight, due to the presence of highly reflective but worthless minerals in the asteroids. While not exactly “civilization”, it was a reasonable facsimile.  
 
    The ship’s protium, a catalyst for the engine, was nearly exhausted and everyone was sick of eating fourteen hundred year-old food. They had made a half dozen jumps, finding just enough protium to keep them going. The ancient faster-than-light technology was not very efficient compared to the modern thing. 
 
    The first jump had taken them away from Perga into open space, where Rastheln’iq, a scientist of some fame and infamy, insisted on staying until they had some idea where to go. Needless jumps would exhaust their limited protium supply, stranding them some place from which there would be no escape. Interstellar travel at sublight speeds was next to useless.  
 
    Using the astronomical instruments aboard the Vishnu, he was able to locate and chart a course for the nearest star. Although this solar system was uninhabited, it did hold a gas giant that allowed the Vishnu to replenish its protium supply by skimming the stuff from its atmosphere with a scoop. This increased the number of jumps the ship could make, and, by voyaging to other nearby systems, and so on, it had eventually reached Halo some two months after it had departed Perga’s system, where the prison planet Purgatory lay. 
 
    Leaving Pal the robot in charge of the ship, three of the four sentient beings that comprised the crew of the Vishnu disembarked into Halo’s dock; mining operations were clustered around a large, stable asteroid that did not rotate much, unlike most in the field; stabilizers helped keep it in place. They arrived via the Vimana, the Vishnu’s transport, which was considerably more than a passenger shuttle; the front half of the lower deck was a cargo hold, used to ferry materials and supplies onto the Vishnu while it was in orbit above Earth, waiting to begin its maiden voyage fourteen hundred years earlier, a voyage that had sent it off course into the Borderlands.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger, a priest of the Delph race, which was descended from cetaceans, was best qualified to speak for the trio of escaped convicts, as he was intelligent and outgoing – and psychic, like all of his race. The Mindsingers were the most skilled at this, having been bred for thousands of years for this ability.  
 
    He was accompanied by the rest of the crew, Noomi Bloodgood, a female member of the chimera-species Tatars, who were animalistic born fighters, and Joseph P. Tull, a human crewman who had been found aboard the derelict Vishnu and revived from cold sleep. The Earthman was the only one of the bunch who was not a wanted criminal in the Imperium. Rastheln’iq, a plant man from the planet Viridium who was best known as the renegade scientist “Wormwood”, stayed behind to continue his work on the ship’s main computer. He had jury-rigged a repair to the malfunctioning system that had thrown the Vishnu into deep space to be lost for fourteen hundred years. 
 
    Halo lay on the edge of Imperium space in a ward – a cluster of stars with legal affiliation, usually based on shared economic, spiritual or military goals – of the Xuan Wu (“Black Tortoise”) Marches. This troublesome stretch of space lay between the Borderlands and Earth, and was largely underdeveloped due to the proximity of enemy territory – the Layeb Instrumentality. 
 
    “We have goods to trade,” Indri explained to the harbormaster, a bulky male of a ruddy-skinned race known as Urhu-qorts. He had a long snout and short, broad horns that curved back over his ears. 
 
    “You’re traders?” enquired the goat-like harbormaster, tugging at his beard as he studied the three visitors to Halo. 
 
    “Not by vocation,” admitted Indri, eager to avoid trouble. “We’ve just come from a salvage job. We have souvenirs … antiques.” He referred to the various personal items of the Vishnu’s former crew.  
 
    “You’re not going to find much of a market around here for that type of thing.” 
 
    “Also, plenty of refined metal,” Indri added quickly. 
 
    “That’s another story,” said the harbormaster. “This is a cannebec mining operation, not an ore mine, so we can use all the metal we can get our hands on for repairing equipment. A lot quicker and cheaper than freighting it in or mining it ourselves. Be no point to it, anyway. We don’t have a smelting facility.” 
 
    Cannebec was a spice valued throughout known space. It was not precisely rare, but uncommon enough that a man could make a small fortune with a few years of labor. There must be a lot of it here to support such a large operation, the Delphian priest reflected. 
 
    “What are you looking for … just of out of curiosity?” 
 
    “Food, parts, money … even cannebec.” 
 
    “We don’t sell cannebec,” warned the harbormaster. “We’d be undercutting ourselves if we did that.” 
 
    “You don’t think anyone would trade with it?” Indri thought if they could get even a small portion of cannebec, they could sell it for a tidy profit at some other world. 
 
    “I don’t think – I know it. We’re a co-op. We all work together and we share in the profits. It’s against our laws to sell cannebec on an individual basis,” explained the goat-like being. 
 
    “I understand. We can be satisfied with the other things I mentioned.” 
 
    “Just so long as you understand the rules,” said the harbormaster. “I’m the law around here. Welcome to Halo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rastheln’iq had appropriated a cluster of rooms in the aft of deck 3 next to sickbay as his own, which included dual laboratories there. Since none of the others were scientists like the Vir, no one had objected, taking other quarters on the same floor. There were plenty of these on deck 4, as well as others. There seemed to be an unspoken cause for the four to stay close together. If any realized this, they did not give voice to their opinion. 
 
    One of the pair the plant man had turned into a medical lab, the other electronics, in which he was more of a dilettante than an expert. Near his quarters he had plans to cultivate a garden, which would serve both his physical and spiritual needs.  
 
    The Viridian scientist was currently laboring in one of the other rooms he’d claimed, quarters he used for computer work, since he did not need to physically be at the main computer on the uppermost deck of the Vishnu to rewrite its programming. His job now was to overwrite the vessel’s faulty operating system with the fully functional and vastly superior system of the prison shuttle on which the three non-humans had escaped their fate on Purgatory, a top-secret penal colony. This would free the shuttle for its intended use; while the Vishnu’s computer was slaved to the shuttle’s, the small ship was stuck in the hangar bay, unavailable for flight.  
 
    Rastheln’iq had to take care not to alter or disturb the programs that actually ran the ship. It was a delicate and time consuming job, for some things, once done, could not be undone. Expecting his crewmates to keep themselves occupied for a few days bargaining for whatever they could get, it seemed prudent to do the computer work while he had the opportunity. This arrangement had the added attraction of leaving him alone to do his work. 
 
    “Alfred,” Rastheln’iq said aloud, “increase the temperature in this room by two degrees.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” replied the Vishnu’s interface in cultured tones. Unlike Pal, the vessel’s robot that serviced ship operating systems, Alfred was an Artificial Intelligence installed for the purpose of aiding the human crew in minor tasks. He could appear as a hologram, though normally responded only as a voice. He was essentially a personal assistant, and was programmed to be respectful and helpful. He monitored various systems on the ship, but did nothing without being told by one of the crew. Pal, on the other hand, was an active participant in the running of the ship, responding to alerts from Alfred, as well as commands by crewmen. Without him, a crew of four could not hope to operate such a large ship. He – as Tully insisted Pal was – was programmed to interact with the crew, not merely advise it as Alfred was. Thus, his personality was outgoing, to an uncomfortable degree for some.  
 
    Rastheln’iq shed his clothing, which was the uniform of the old Republic of Earth navy, a dark blue tunic and trousers with an undershirt that the plant man had not adopted. He disliked clothes, and avoided confining garb whenever possible. 
 
    Thus freed, he went back to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger, Noomi Bloodgood and Tully did not have much luck with their enterprise, managing only to unload the equivalent of trinkets on Halo miners. They had gone into a saloon named Agrittii’s to hawk their wares. This was on one of the upper levels; the mining town was multi-leveled, following the natural passages of the asteroid, which had been sealed to keep in air. This was mechanically recycled to keep it fresh, though such air always had a medicinal odor to it. The Tatar girl, with her hyper-keen sense of smell, scrunched up her nose at it as the trio had made their way through the main concourse of the port in search of a tavern until they’d found Agrittii’s, and gone in.  
 
    Luxuries were hard to come by in remote a place as this, but the escapees did not have much that was unused, having raided the limited ship’s stores, and did not get much for what they had. Still, it would pay for a few days’ stay at Halo, the food and drink of which were superior to the rations aboard the Vishnu, and they had real entertainment. Tully had seen all of the 3V films the Earth ship had to offer, and he was not much of a reader, not having tapped its enormous library. Rastheln’iq, on the other hand, found human fiction fascinating. It was difficult to discern when he was being sarcastic, and Tully wasn’t sure if he actually enjoyed the novels in the spirit in which they were written, or found them to be silly fairy tales. Not that he honestly cared. The Earthman’s nature was that he did not give much thought to anything that did not affect him directly. 
 
    He did, however, feel a small swell of pride that humans had made it this far out into the Milky Way – they were more than three hundred light years from Earth, based on what Indri had learned from the constable about Halo’s location. In his day, mankind dreamed of making it to Alpha Centauri, the star nearest Earth at just over four lightyears, in less than a lifetime. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised that we should have to deal with the governing body of Halo,” Indri said without rancor. “The best customer for our scrap metal will be the central authority.” This was a civilian board composed of elected officials.  
 
    Indri’s gaze fell upon Noomi, whose attention was plainly elsewhere. Her small, pointed ears had swiveled in the same direction – toward a table a few yards away. The Delph said nothing for the moment, studying the girl.  
 
    Finally, she noticed she was being observed by her companions and explained, “Something’s been happening to miners recently.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘something’?” asked Tully suddenly. He didn’t like danger of any kind. 
 
    “They’ve been disappearing,” Noomi elaborated. 
 
    “What do you mean, disappearing?” the Earthman pressed. “Where could they disappear to? This ain’t a planet where they could get lost. This is asteroid mining. The men live and work inside asteroids. We had this even back in my time. They aren’t just drifting off into space by accident.” 
 
    “I’m just repeating what I heard. The workers are getting afraid to go into the mines. There’s talk of shutting down the whole operation.” 
 
    “Puzzling,” Indri said, agreeing with Tully. “But it has no bearing on our plans. Let us make an appointment to sell our scrap metal.” 
 
    “I hope it has no bearing on our plans,” grumbled Tully as the trio got up and left Agrittii’s. “I’ve already lost too much of my life to go disappearing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the meager amount of cash – local scrip for use only in company stores in Halo – Indri Mindsinger had collected for the personal items of the dead crew of the Vishnu, things like combs and cosmetic make-up and soap and books and such, he decided to buy a few necessities. He did not mention this to the others, for he did not feel it necessary; what he had in mind would probably not occur to the others until it was too late.  
 
    Not finding what he was looking for on the main concourse, which was called Mainway, the Delph headed off into one of the side concourses, neither of which were as wide as Mainway, and their shops were neither so large nor as well kept as those on the bigger concourse. The specialty shops lay on these two side streets. 
 
    These lay on either side of the city square, which was neither a square nor served a city proper. The fourth side of the square was home to the co-op administration building of Halo. Towering over the place, this contained both the offices of the government and the mining company, for these were one and the same, in effect. 
 
    Indri soon found what he was looking for – an apothecary – about midway along the side concourse. Apartments sat above the street front stores in a honeycomb complex that used every cubic yard of space in the natural caverns of the asteroid and then some. These rose to the roof, carved into the rock face. 
 
    “Good afternoon, sentient,” greeted the druggist, whose eyes sat at the end of stalks like blossoms on flowering plants. There were four of these, in two sets of two, each pair sprouting from a temple of the individual’s head. “My name’s Tytod. What can I do for you, friend?” 
 
    The Delphian priest rattled off a list of things – a painkiller; an antiseptic, a speed healer; and others. Routine medications that belonged in any standard medi-kit. Indri was no doctor, but these were common items. All the medication in the Vishnu’s sickbay, in addition to being rather primitive, had spoiled fourteen centuries earlier. It was imperative that they had such supplies on board. 
 
    His work done, he went to meet his two compatriots for their meeting with the co-op materiel committee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After their meeting with Halo’s committee, the three returned to the Vishnu, for they had yet to be paid, and there was no good reason to waste money on accommodations below. A deal had been struck, and, as soon as it could be done, the Vimana was to be loaded with all the scrap metal they had managed to salvage and delivered to the materiel office at Halo  City. They would receive the equivalent of 1200 stellars, which was the currency of the Imperium. Since the Borderlands was not part of the Imperium, it was a hit-or-miss proposition where it would be accepted, so Halo paid in mikorn crystals, which were used in modern control devices. They were natural data storage, needing very little work to make them usable in computers. While 1200 stellars was not a lot, the crystals might have more value elsewhere. They might also possess less. 
 
    With the Spartan existence they had been living for weeks now, not to mention the three aliens’ time in captivity, Indri, who had negotiated the deal, gave each crewmember a single crystal for personal use, putting the rest away for ship operations and repairs. He took Rastheln’iq’s to him. 
 
    The door to each suite of quarters was marked with green, yellow and red lights. According to ancient Earth custom, Tully had explained, green meant the door was unlocked and every visitor was welcome. Yellow meant that visitors were welcome provisionally, and the occupant required knowledge of who was at their door. Red meant the occupant was not to be disturbed unless it was an emergency. The four members of the Vishnu’s crew adopted this convention. 
 
    The light at Rastheln’iq’s door was now yellow, and the Delph priest announced himself upon seeing this. After a moment, the door slid open, revealing the plant man, naked, at a desk. Indri had never seen the Vir without clothes before, and found him very plant-like. Clothing gave him a man-like appearance that was not wholly justified by what lay beneath. He was green all over, though of a multitude of hues, from bright chartreuse to dull olive, with what resembled muscles in his limbs, long and thin. These were slightly striated. He possessed no visible sex organs. 
 
    For the first time, Indri fully realized that the Vir were not “plant men”, but plants in the general shape and form of the majority of sentient beings of the Orion Spur – upright, four limbed, bipedal with lateral symmetry. The reason for this uniformity had been debated for centuries, with no satisfactory explanation ever given. It simply was. All that was agreed upon was that evolution did not solely produce it, did not favor the physical model. 
 
    It was only when he got over the surprise of seeing Rastheln’iq naked that the Delph noticed the elevated temperature, which was a few degrees above standard. His own race preferred cool, moist climates, and his own quarters were kept a few degrees below standard, which was not chilly nor uncomfortable to most species. 
 
    “I have sold the scrap metal,” Indri announced. “Twelve hundred stellars’ worth of mikorn crystals.” 
 
    “A reasonable sum, I think,” said the plant man half-heartedly. His attention was focused on his work, although he could carry on two independent actions with his mind, as his brain was less centralized than that of mammals. 
 
    “I am putting most of it aside for future expenses,” Indri explained. “Each of us will have one crystal for our personal comforts.” 
 
    “Very good,” Rastheln’iq murmured in a pleasant tone. “A crystal will improve the performance of the Vishnu’s computer.” 
 
    When the Vir fell silent, Indri Mindsinger laid the mikorn crystal on a table and departed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening found Tully at Yodin House, a gaming establishment in the lower level of a smaller concourse of the city that had no name other than Halo. Everything was Halo – the system, the asteroid belt, the mining operation and the settlement. The city wasn’t even officially known as Halo City, but residents had to call it something to differentiate it from the mining operation as a whole.  
 
    Tully took Noomi with him, just in case. He was still ignorant enough of modern ways that some would try to take advantage of him. He’d already been overcharged for a drink while the Tatar girl’s back was turned – while he could passably speak Lingua Galactica, he could not read it so was ignorant of what signs said. She quickly rectified the situation, demanding a partial refund, then let everyone know that she was watching how Tully was treated. 
 
    The Earthman claimed to be an excellent gambler, and intended to parlay his single crystal into a small fortune, as small fortunes went in this section of space. If he could quadruple his stake, he’d be happy.  
 
    Noomi was skeptical but was interested to see what Tully could do. And, after all, it was his money. 
 
    His crystal, fitting into the palm of his hand, was small, about the size of half a finger, but worth 200 stellars on Halo. Since there was not much use for them here, Tully thought he could get more for it elsewhere – and even more if he acquired more before the Vishnu moved on. Needing a frame of reference, he’d learned that the lowest paid officer earned a thousand stellars a month in the Imperium navy. Private ships paid better or worse, depending on a number of factors, so the thought of making a month’s pay for a few hours’ work appealed to Tully. 
 
    He was happy to find cards still in use.  
 
    Tully watched for the better part of an hour, studying the mechanics of the game. It was similar to gin rummy, where you had to get sets of matching numbers or sequential numbers in a suit, but rather than holding these, you played them, setting them on the table. Other players could discard onto your exposed cards, but they could not dispose of their final card this way. There were numerous other details to be learned but Tully thought he could do this as he played. He was wrong: By midnight, he had lost his stake. 
 
    The former Republic of Earth sailor took this in stride. Turning to Noomi Bloodgood, he said, “Give me your crystal.” 
 
    When she pretended not to hear, he said, “Come on. It’s not enough to make a difference. A couple hundred stellars.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Noomi sighed as she dropped her own crystal into Tully’s hand. While his hand was wider and longer, her slender fingers were longer than his. 
 
    Within two hours, Tully had lost Noomi’s money. 
 
    Activating his comm badge, he contacted Indri, aboard the Vishnu. “Hello … we need a little help.” 
 
    “What sort of trouble have you found?” asked the Delphian priest patiently. Considering the impetuous nature of the pair on Halo, he was almost surprised one of them hadn’t contacted him earlier. 
 
    “No trouble,” Tully said quickly. “We just need a little money, that’s all.” 
 
    “What happened to the crystals I gave you?” 
 
    “We used them,” the human replied, trying to sound innocent. “That’s why you gave them to us, isn’t it?” He smiled and winked at Noomi. 
 
    “How much to make your problem go away?” 
 
    “Only two hundred. Or maybe three. But not more than four.” 
 
    “Four is all that is in our operating fund,” Indri reminded.  
 
    “Well, you and Wormwood each have two hundred,” Tully countered. 
 
     “Yes, we do. Our own private funds.” 
 
    “All for one, and one for all,” Tully said. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s the motto of the Republic navy,” explained the Earthman, grinning at his ability to lie well. 
 
    “I like it,” Indri said. 
 
    “You all are living on my ship for free, you know,” Tully reminded gently. “I’ve never asked any of you for anything. And none of you have ever said thank you.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Delph answered in a tired voice. “I’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    Indri Mindsinger was as good as his word, giving Tully his own mikorn crystal, which was of an equivalent value as the Earthman’s. When he seated himself beside his two colleagues to stay and watch, Tully told him, “You might not want to see this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You might ruin my luck,” explained Tully, his eyes motioning toward the door repeatedly. 
 
    Indri gazed at the human. He was acting suspiciously. Intrigued, the Delph decided to remain. 
 
    Seeing this, Tully said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    The Delphian priest watched as the six beings played. Slowly but surely, Tully’s pile of chips grew. Indri felt something was wrong, but could not immediately pinpoint what it was. Finally, with surprise widening his black eyes, he exclaimed, “You –!” 
 
    “Loose lips sink ships!” Tully snarled suddenly. 
 
    This took Noomi, who witnessed the exchange, by surprise. She did not understand what was happening. “What’s going on?” 
 
    But her companions did not look at her. Their eyes were locked upon one another. 
 
    Finally, Indri said, “Tully accidentally stepped on my foot. My apologies to all.” Standing, he said, “I’m going for a walk. Perhaps that will improve how I feel.” 
 
    Forgetting him, the others resumed their game. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Near dawn, Tully and Noomi returned to the Vishnu. The Earthman was unusually quiet. Judging by his look, Indri asked, “Did you lose all the money? It would be justice if you did.” 
 
    Tully pulled his hands from his pockets, revealing a number of mikorn crystals. “No, I won about nine thousand.” 
 
    Surprised, Indri asked, “Then why are you so glum?” 
 
    “The game broke up when someone came into Yodin’s and announced that another miner had just disappeared,” Noomi explained. 
 
    “I see. What were the circumstances?” 
 
    “Well, he just disappeared from a mine shaft. That’s where all of them have disappeared from, from what I could make out. Not all of them have occurred on the same asteroid. There’s a small cluster of them. Some of the mines have been shut down.”  
 
    “And no one’s anxious to go looking for the missing men,” Tully added. “Some of them think it’s spooks or something.” 
 
    “Others think the cannebec drives them mad and they wandered off. Since the shafts connect to natural passages, it’s hard to conduct a thorough search. Only the actual mining shafts have been mapped in most of the asteroids.” 
 
    “But the disappearances are confined to certain asteroids?” asked Indri. 
 
    Noomi nodded. Then, suddenly, she asked, “Wait – what do you mean it would be justice if Tully had lost all his money?” 
 
    “He cheated,” Indri said simply. 
 
    “What?! Is that what you got riled up about?” 
 
    The Delph nodded. “I do not approve of cheating but to expose Tully would have caused more problems that it would have solved. The wrath of the miners might not have been confined to the guilty party.” 
 
    Noomi scowled at the Earthman.  
 
    Tully grinned sheepishly. “Are you madder that I cheated or that I didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “How about you, Indri?” 
 
    “I am not angry, just disapproving.” 
 
    “That’s mighty mature of you,” remarked Tully. 
 
    “My species is more mature than humans, even in this age,” the Delphian priest said. “Every sentient being is responsible for his own actions, and no one else’s. You will have to answer for your actions eventually.” 
 
    “I’d say karma owes me fourteen hundred years,” retorted Tully, relieved no one was angry with him. 
 
    “I need a long sleep before anything else,” Noomi said, stretching slinkily as she headed in the direction of the main elevators. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like nearly everyone in the Borderlands, Milas Pertaxas had come seeking his fortune. It was one of the last frontiers in space – unless one wanted to dare Cosmos Incognita that lay coreward and spinward from the Imperium. He had come in five years earlier on the Shonaya Ru, a converted cargo ship that took settlers to Tarxix, an Imperium world that lay on the boundary of the Borderlands. While official colonies by either the Imperium or the Instrumentality were forbidden, individuals were still permitted to settle in the Borderlands – homesteaders, in effect. 
 
    There was big business in transporting settlers to the Borderlands. The treaty made it safe to go into, to some degree. Earlier, you were as likely to be killed by Layeb fanatics as inclement planets or pirates, though there were still some of both. That’s why the Templars had been employed, to make space safe for Imperium citizens. Even if the government couldn’t officially sponsor colonization, having a majority of the population in the Borderlands loyal to the Imperium would eventually work to its advantage. A time would come when the Borderlands would be forced to choose between the Instrumentality and the Imperium, the Tatar-dominated government believed. So while officially neutral, they tacitly condoned its citizens settling in the territory, and were willing to spend stellars to protect them.  
 
    Megacorporations like the Tri-Planetary Corporation also employed the Templars, both for overt and covert protection, the latter protecting against industrial espionage. But the majority of enterprises in the Borderlands were more like Halo than Tri-Planetary, or T.P.C. as it was often called. 
 
    Pertaxas, a big-boned, gray-skinned, four-armed Thurgal from Penitan, had quickly lost his stake – as most did, although the time it took to do so varied from being to being – and had been forced to work odd jobs to survive. He bounced from one planet to another, until he’d found steady work at Halo. The operation being a co-op, pay was based on shares that were figured on a number of factors, such as how dangerous the work was, how necessary it was, the skill needed to perform it and seniority. Pertaxas was in good shape. It was hard but honest work, and, after a few more years, he’d have enough to retire – not just start over, but honest to Shutan retire!  
 
    Of course, that was if the mine wasn’t shut down because of the strange disappearances in recent weeks. Pertaxas was as spooked as anyone, because he went into the mines where men had disappeared. He didn’t sit in a cushy office in the main asteroid – he was a worker. 
 
    The missing miners seemed to have just walked away from their jobs into nothingness. Their tools had been abandoned. There was no blood, no signs of violence, though, considering the terrain and the work being done, the latter was harder to determine. It was unclear if tools and machines had been disturbed – or simply abandoned in panic, though there should have been nothing present to panic the men, for the work sites were airless and uninhabited. 
 
    The disappearances had occurred on a number of asteroids in the same general area, a cluster that was being worked farther along the ring of debris, as nearer objects had been emptied of their valuable content. 
 
    Perturbations in this cluster had been observed, and no suitable theories as to what caused the quakes had been put forth. They were too small for volcanic or seismic activity. Someone had suggested that this had to do with the disappearances – perhaps some sort of unknown space warp was present, but several of them inside asteroids and nothing detectible in space discouraged this theory. At any rate, none of the men had been found buried under rubble in the tunnels, so the effects of the quakes had not killed them. The cause of the quakes might have been another matter, but no one knew for certain. 
 
    There was no known cause for the disappearances so those at Halo turned to unknown ones. A number of ideas had been put forth, including some sort of space delusion, perhaps caused by an unknown phenomenon. The men wore heavy atmosphere suits, so nothing such as gas or radiation should have affected them. There was simply no viable explanation for what was happening. 
 
    But the cannebec veins were too rich to ignore, so bonuses were paid to men willing to work the area of mystery. Many miners quit despite this. Milas Pertaxas was one replacement who came forward. It was less that he was fearless than he was greedy.  
 
    The Thurgal had been working for less than a week when he felt a strange sensation. He could not explain it. He felt as though he were being watched, though, of course, there was no one to watch him. The big coring machines were operated by a single worker. More men were required in the cleaning up process, when the rubble was collected so that the cannebec could be separated from worthless rock. Theoretically, Pertaxas was alone. But he could not get over the feeling that he was not. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something move – or thought he did. This was impossible, for in that direction lay one of the natural passages within the asteroid. If someone from the Halo came for him, that was not where they would come from. There were no prospectors – workers who scouted ahead for veins to later be plundered – working that area. There should be nothing there that could be moving. 
 
    Pertaxas gazed toward the shaft. There was nothing there.  
 
    But his feeling of being watched was stronger than ever. 
 
    Despite not seeing anything, the Thurgal was unable to ignore the feeling, and stopped the corer. Climbing down out of the big machine, he walked in the direction of the unexplored passage. 
 
    Milas Pertaxas was never seen again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When the latest disappearance had been detected, the miners gathered in the city square of Halo, which lay at the end of the main concourse of the complex. The angry workers demanded to know what was being done about the disappearances. Pyatt Berbeck, the manager of the operation, presided over the impromptu meeting.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger, Noomi Bloodgood and Tully happened to be in the audience when Berbeck began speaking. 
 
    “We’re shutting down operations in that sector of the field,” said the mine manager. “This is going to raise costs, because we’re abandoning that region and moving elsewhere, father away in the field.” 
 
    “But whatever’s happening is moving closer,” objected one of those in the crowd. “They started out in 12-A and now they’re in 4-F. It’ll eventually reach here. Then what?” 
 
    “We’re making investigations to find the cause,” said Berbeck in a tone that was not entirely convincing. 
 
    “I don’t know where 12-A and 4-F are but if the problem is heading this way, I want to leave before it gets here,” declared Tully. 
 
    “We have plenty of time,” countered the Delphian priest. “It will be weeks before whatever is causing the disappearances reaches this asteroid, if it ever does. They are confined to that one region, and may only be moving around in it. A random movement in this direction may only make it appear that it is moving toward Halo City.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Tully said bluntly. 
 
    “You are a coward, aren’t you?” grinned Noomi. 
 
    “Devoutly. I come from a long line of cowards. That’s why there is a long line of cowards. The Tulls exercised the better part of valor for centuries and survived to make a long line.” 
 
    “You can always stay on the Vishnu if you don’t like it here,” the Tatar girl suggested. 
 
    “What makes you think we’ll be safe there?” Tully objected. “Our business will be finished in a couple of days and I suggest we get out of here as soon as that’s done.” 
 
    “We would have no reason to stay after our deal is complete,” agreed Indri. “We should be able to supply the Vishnu in that time.” The Earthman had repaid Noomi and Indri what he owed them, and more, and, as they’d all agreed earlier to do when they earned any money, put a percentage of it into the group till for operating expenses. For the first time, they did not have to worry about food or protium, at least for a few weeks. And they could begin to plan. 
 
    Commerce, a market world as its name suggested, was not too far away, and it was the obvious place to make larger preparations. It was to be their next destination. 
 
    When they returned to the Vishnu, Tully hurried to Rastheln’iq’s quarters. He found the plant man hard at work. “How much longer until we can leave?” he asked anxiously. 
 
    The Vir glanced at Tully. “I estimate eight days.”  
 
    “Eight days?! Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No. I am busy. And every minute I take to explain things to you, our departure is delayed by a minute.” 
 
    Tully left without replying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Naturally, Tully wasn’t happy at this turn of events, and, predictably, he chose to deal with bad news as he was wont to do – with liquor. He drank alone and in silence, as he had done for the past two evenings. Normally, he was gregarious when imbibing but not only did he not know anyone in Agrittii’s but there was not even a fellow human present in the establishment. A dozen of known space’s races were represented in the tavern but Earthmen was not one of them. 
 
    By now, Tully spoke pidgin Lingua Galactica, so he could converse with others if he wished to, understanding the general thrust of a discussion and being able to make his point.  Now, he did not wish to. He planned to drown his sorrows and proceeded to do just that. 
 
    An hour passed. 
 
    Tully ignored the talk going on around him in the tavern, for it did not interest him. He had even less interest in talk about work than he did in work itself. He rued the day his father forced him into the navy, more so now than ever before. His troubles had multiplied since awakening fourteen centuries after his day. 
 
    The bar talk turned to the disappearances. This got Tully’s attention, making him forget his grievances against his family. 
 
    “Lay off that stuff,” the Earthman complained. “You’re giving everyone the jitters.” 
 
    This remark did not go unchallenged. 
 
    “Who’re you?” demanded one being who was swathed in the clothing of a mine worker. 
 
    “I’m someone who doesn’t like talk about bogeymen,” Tully retorted sourly, the liquor having bolstered his normally absent courage. 
 
    He then had to explain what a bogeyman was, which took the fun out of complaining and Tully said so, suggesting that his audience would never amount to anything more than ignorant miners – “lubbers”, in naval parlance, slang for “land lovers”. 
 
    Naturally, this didn’t sit well with the workers. A very large one rose to his feet and approached the Earthman. 
 
    Bolstered by his alcohol consumption, Tully stood to meet the worker. The man was big, slow. Tully got in the first punch. His fist flew relatively straight – which was nearly a miracle considering his current inebriated condition. 
 
    It landed solidly with a loud thump. But the big man did not react as if he’d been struck. 
 
    His own fist flashed out, not particularly swiftly but too fast for the impaired Earthman to avoid. Tully staggered back as if he’d been struck by a well-swung shovel. After a several steps, he just sat down on the floor as if this was his intent. He sat there for a few moments, then, to his credit, attempted to rise. It took him two tries to get to his feet. 
 
    By this time, the big miner had returned to his table, and was once again conversing with his fellow workers. 
 
    Hefting a chair, Tully charged the big man’s back. He came forward, stumbled. The chair clacked on the stone floor of the tavern as the human went down.  It bounced once and landed at the base of another miner’s chair, striking it.  
 
    Seeing this, a third worker stooped to pick up the errant chair. When the miner whose seat had been struck reacted to the impact he’d felt, he turned around and saw a man wielding a chair behind his back. Jumping to what seemed an obvious conclusion, he launched himself into the other laborer. The two crashed into the big man, who was not so forgiving at this second intrusion. He manhandled both men into the air, one in each massive hand, and threw them a dozen feet, where they crashed into a table of miners. Those seated at the tables of both workers rose to help their colleagues. The big worker obliged them, his own tablemates joining in. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the entire population of tavern goers to become embroiled in the brawl. 
 
    Except for the lone human, who crawled out of Agrittii’s, and getting to his feet, stumbled into the crowd of pedestrians in the main concourse of Halo City. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Noomi Bloodgood returned to the Vishnu a few days later with news. She and Indri had been making regular visits to Halo City, hawking what personal items had been left behind by the crew, with varying degrees of success. The cloth that they had managed to salvage was the most popular item, with many asking if other colors were available. They were not, of course. 
 
    “Well, they shut down those mines,” the Tatar girl told her compatriots Tully and Indri. Rastheln’iq was still secluded in his workshop, immersed in his work. “We have the opportunity for some quick cash.” 
 
    “Oh?” asked the Delph. 
 
    “Some equipment was abandoned in a few of the mines,” explained Noomi, “and they need people to go out and retrieve it. I gather that not many miners are keen on the idea.” 
 
    “What is the pay?” inquired Indri. 
 
    “A hundred stellars an hour in store credit,” answered Noomi. “That’s more than what the workers make.”  
 
    “And no one is coming forward?” 
 
    The Tatar shook her head. 
 
    “There’s a reason no one’s coming forward,” Tully reminded. 
 
    Ignoring him, Noomi said, “There are about a dozen machines of varying types. I think we could bring back one an hour. More if we all four worked.” 
 
    “Wormwood won’t leave his work,” Indri said. 
 
    “And I’m not going anywhere near the disappearances,” Tully announced. 
 
    “The machines are practically self-driving,” Noomi said confidently, ignoring the human’s negativity. Her enthusiasm for the project was obvious. 
 
    “It would allow us to restock our stores without spending any money,” Indri pointed out. Turning to the Earthman, he asked, “Are you certain you won’t join us, Tully?” 
 
    He laughed. “I’ve got all the cash I need from cards. And I can always get more when I want it.” 
 
    “Until they find out you cheat,” Noomi said menacingly. 
 
    “You wouldn’t ….” 
 
    “Don’t give me a reason to.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tully surrendered. “No more cheating. But I’m still not going with you.” 
 
    The next morning, Indri and Noomi showed up for work, reporting to Pyatt Berbeck, the mine manager. They had contacted him the day before to accept the standing offer. 
 
    Looking at then, Berbeck asked, “Have you two ever done this sort of work before?” 
 
    “No,” admitted the Delph. 
 
    “But I’m an experienced pilot,” Noomi Bloodgood put in quickly. 
 
    “Then you’ll be fine,” Berbeck told them. “The machines are made easy to operate. Most workers are uneducated, you know, so everything is pictograms.” This practice wasn’t uncommon among laborers. “And if you have any trouble, just contact the foreman. 
 
    “You take a ferry out, find a machine in the designated area, drive it onto the ferry, bring it back here, unload it and you’re done. There are fourteen left in total, some corers, some separators … every machine used in a mine. I’ve already got another crew working.” 
 
    Berbeck gestured to a map of the nearby objects in the asteroid field. “This is the section. Your ferry has the map with the designated area already input. You’ll have to do the flying but you said you can handle that.” 
 
    “I can,” Noomi said enthusiastically. 
 
    “One last thing … you wreck anything, you’re fired. Those machines cost tens of thousands of stellars each. If they didn’t, we’d leave them where they sit.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Indri. 
 
    It did not take long for the ferry to take the pair to their destination. It looked as though Noomi’s estimation of one machine per hour would be close to accurate. Of course, that was without having yet actually gotten one back onto the ship. The first one would doubtless be the most difficult and time consuming. 
 
    In order to keep the path from becoming congested, they had decided to take whatever machine lay nearest the surface first. Noomi and Indri got two of them back to Halo City in just under three hours, the second quicker than the first. As the Tatar girl climbed up into the cockpit of the third machine – this was a corer, one of the larger types used in the operation – Indri’s voice came over the atmosphere suit radio. It was strained, surprised. 
 
    “Noomi, there’s a presence here.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    It took the Tatar girl a moment before she responded, for she could not believe her small pointed ears. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s a consciousness here in these passages,” elaborated the Delphian priest. 
 
    “What? What kind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Indri answered. “I’ve never sensed this type before. It is immense, but I can’t discern much about it. It must be shielding its thoughts from me.” 
 
    “I don’t recall anyone saying anything about ‘consciousnesses’ being out here,” Noomi said, starting the corer’s motor. 
 
    “Wait!” Indri said impatiently, which was unlike him. “I want to know more.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that whatever you sense has something to do with the disappearances,” the girl said tartly. 
 
    “That is a reasonable conclusion,” agreed the Delph. 
 
    “If we stay here long, it may get us,” Noomi warned. 
 
    “I may be able to communicate with it. I am a fourth level theodat.” 
 
    The Tatar did not know what a theodat was. “How many levels are there?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    Noomi decided that Indri must know what he was doing, though she worried that he was enthralled by the idea of this unknown consciousness. Wormwood had proven himself to be single-minded in pursuit of a goal. She did not know if Indri Mindsinger was, as well.  
 
    And now was not the time to find out. 
 
    Shutting off the corer’s motor, she hopped down from the cockpit, landing lightly beside the Delph. “What exactly do you have in mind?” 
 
    But Indri did not answer. His eyes were closed, and he was attempting to communicate with the consciousness that he sensed. 
 
    It was curious, he found – surprised by his own mind. The Delphian priest felt it probing his mind – in a primitive, clumsy way. It was puzzling. Whatever the creature was, it was not skilled in psychomancy. But he sensed immense power behind the probe. 
 
    Indri tried to communicate his intentions. He could not discern if these had been received, understood. Surely they must have been, for the mind he sensed was incredibly powerful – but he received no response. 
 
    The Delph cried out. He was under psychic attack. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood, not being psychically aware, did not perceive this. To her, Indri suffered an unexplained pain. She took hold of him, keeping him upright as his legs gave out. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Something’s coming,” the Delph uttered through gritted teeth. “It’s here.” 
 
    The Tatar became aware of the presence just as Indri Mindsinger announced its arrival. A large shadow fell across the pair and the corer behind them. Noomi looked up: An enormous amorphous shape loomed over them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emitting an instinctual warning growl, Noomi drew her H.E.L. gun and fired at the thing; she had left her non-lethal Zammers behind, wanting to be as well armed as possible for whatever they might encounter, and the atmosphere suit possessed but a single holster. 
 
    The cinnamon-hued blob was not difficult to hit. It was quite large and moved clumsily toward the pair.  
 
    The first blast seemed to have no effect. Noomi shot it again, realizing that the creature was actually quite pale, and its coloring came from cannebec spice – it was covered in the stuff! But her attention was focused on stopping the thing before it made her disappear, for she had concluded that this was the source of the missing men. 
 
    Beside her, Indri writhed in pain. “No! Flee.” 
 
    Grabbing the Delph, Noomi Bloodgood dragged him away, behind the corer.  
 
    From around one of its giant wheels, she watched the creature advance. It neither walked nor slithered over the rocky floor of the passage, but rather undulated. It almost seemed to be swimming, as strange as that sounded. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger struggled to get to his feet but was unsuccessful. He pulled at the Tatar’s atmosphere suit. “Ferry … ferry.” 
 
    “Okay,” Noomi agreed. She didn’t believe she could stop the creature, and certainly not while protecting her companion.  
 
    Hefting him onto her shoulders – Delph were slightly larger and heavier than humans – she made her way toward the ferry, not hesitating to look back over her shoulder as she ran. Once on board, Indri found his pain receding. Still, he spoke slowly and deliberately. “The creature meant no harm ….” 
 
    “But it attacked us … didn’t it telepathically attack you first?” asked Noomi, guessing her companion’s improved state having something to do with the distance from the creature. 
 
    “Not precisely. Its mind was so powerful that I was overwhelmed. It wasn’t an attack at all, really.  
 
    “And you shot at it when it appeared. It lashed out psychically then, which I bore the brunt of.” 
 
    “Mmm,” the Tatar mouthed noncommittally. 
 
    “It was protecting its food – cannebec,” Indri explained. “Now, I need to meditate.” 
 
    With that, he fell silent until the ferry arrived back at Halo City. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Pyatt Berbeck told the Delphian priest when Indri had related what he had deduced. “You think these things that attacked my miners will just go away?” 
 
    “I am certain of it,” the Delph said. “I believe they are pupae of harberis.”  
 
    Harberis were strange creatures that lived in open space, feeding off raw protium, it was thought. No one knew for sure. The only creatures known to inhabit open space, they grew to enormous sizes and were very hard to kill. They had been declared off limits for hunters by Concordat Federation law centuries earlier, though this didn’t always stop poachers, who valued nodules produced within the harberis body. Dubbed pearls, these were extremely rare and quite valuable. 
 
    “No one’s seen infantile harberis,” Berbeck countered. “Only small ones that everyone presumes are young.” 
 
    “I have come to believe that is because they lay eggs among cannebec rich asteroids,” explained Indri. “The pupae feed off cannebec until they are mature enough to fly, forming their own pod with their siblings.” 
 
    “So you think when these are done feeding, they’ll just fly away?” Berbeck asked skeptically. 
 
    “I do. All you have to do is wait until all have hatched and departed, then you may resume your mining with no loss of life,” said the Delph. “They have no reason to disturb your valuable machines, either.” 
 
    “So I’m just supposed to forget about the dead men and the shuttered mines ….” 
 
    “Your miners were killed because the pupae were frightened and instinctively defended themselves. It was not the men that frightened them, but the machines. The machines are something completely unknown to the pupae. They were loud, destructive – threatening. And probably most importantly, they possessed no soul.  Your machines were, in children’s parlance, monsters. 
 
    “I daresay you would have done the same.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Berbeck answered skeptically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri had not sensed the miners, which meant that they had been killed by the harberis. Once he had processed the brief glimpse he had gotten into the alien mind, he understood what had occurred: The men had been devoured, not as food, but as a threat to the pupae’s safety. 
 
    “Look at it this way: You either have to abandon those mines or kill the harberis pupae. You would find the latter very difficult with the weaponry you have here, so you will be forced to do the former. In some months’ time, the pupae will be gone, and you can resume mining those asteroids. This will happen whether you happily accept the fact or not.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” the manager agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “You can also explain what caused the disappearances, assuring your workers that they are in no danger. Nothing is moving toward Halo City,” said Indri. “The eggs that were laid last are closest to Halo City and have just hatched. The closer asteroids have already been thoroughly surveyed and you know there are no eggs there.” 
 
    “It looks like I owe you a favor, Mindsinger,” said Pyatt Berbeck. 
 
    “I shall keep that in mind,” replied the Delph. “Now, if you’ll arrange the store credit for the two machines we did retrieve, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    As the mine manager set about doing this, Indri and Noomi left his office. The Tatar whispered, “You wouldn’t make a bad detective.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Let’s Make a Deal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The T-shaped Republic of Earth Ship Vishnu tumbled back into real space rather than sliding into it gracefully as it should have. The five thousand ton vessel shook as if being manhandled by a giant. Rivets threatened to pop, welded seams to split. The ship rattled and rumbled like an old locomotive. 
 
    Finally, the ride smoothed out and all seemed well again, to the relief of its four passengers, or rather, crew, for everyone participated in one way or another in the operating of the Vishnu. 
 
    “We survived,” Indri Mindsinger, a sturdy bald male with gray skin, pointed out needlessly, relief evident in his tone. 
 
    “I’m damned tired of that,” spat Noomi Bloodgood, an animal-human hybrid, her furry face scrunched up in annoyance. 
 
    “I think I lost a filling,” put in Tully, formerly Ensign Joseph P. Tull of the now-extinct Republic of Earth stellar navy. 
 
    “As I have explained on numerous occasions, there is nothing to be done about it immediately,” said Rastheln’iq, a plant man from Viridium. “It was difficult enough to mesh the two operating systems of the shuttle and the Vishnu. The shuttle does not possess the software for Overdrive, and that of the Vishnu is faulty. You may recall it sent the Vishnu off course on its trial run fourteen centuries ago.” He referred to the fact that the ship had disappeared on its maiden voyage as a result of a faulty operating system. No one needed reminding, for that accident had saved the lives of the alien escaped convicts when they had stumbled across the derelict ship, where they’d found Tully in cryo-sleep. 
 
    “Any flight that you can walk away from is a successful one,” boomed Pal, a robot built to service the Vishnu. Programmed to interact with the crew, he usually sounded boisterous. Physically, he resembled an elongated pot-bellied stove with arms, no two of which resembled one another. One was a flexible tentacle, another possessed a facsimile of a hand, a third a clamp, and so on. He possessed six in all. 
 
    “There is Commerce,” interrupted Indri Mindsinger, indicating with a mottled gray hand a planet shown on a view plate on a wall. Being descended from cetaceans, his skin was hairless. “Alfred, please display library data about Commerce at the main console.” This was a squarish table in the center of the bridge, the edges of which were lined with various controls. Each of the four organic beings was seated around the control console, where a holograph of Commerce appeared and hovered above the table’s concave surface. It rotated in proportional time, with noteworthy features highlighted. Text floated beside the points, explaining their importance. 
 
    Alfred, the Vishnu’s artificial intelligence, complied with the Delph’s command. Named after a famous twentieth century butler, according to Tully, Alfred was the interface with the ship’s autonomic and regulatory functions, such as life support and the like. Ship operations, that is, the Vishnu’s mechanical systems, was the domain of Pal. The two did not get along, Alfred thinking Pal, performing, in essence, manual labor, to be lowbrow, while the robot opined that Alfred was a snob. 
 
    The crew of the Vishnu had high hopes for their visit to Commerce, which lay just inside the treaty-defined boundary of the Borderlands nearest Earth. Earth had still been an important planet when the Borderlands were first colonized by humans in the twenty-fourth century. It became less so when the capital of the Republic of Earth was moved to New Chicago, a system of milk and honey that had been whimsically named after a city in a popular fiction story from the twentieth century. The settler who discovered the system was named Rogers, and he claimed to be related to the protagonist of the novel in question, though in somewhat tongue in cheek manner. When the Tatars took control of the Concordat Federation seven centuries earlier, they moved the Imperium’s capital to Shallon, one of the Delph Consortium worlds that was closer to the center of the sphere of influence they claimed, leaving Earth a backwater planet. This outraged the Delph, who considered Shallon to be a holy place. 
 
    Colonization of the area that had come to be called the Borderlands as a result of a treaty between the two major governments of the Orion Spur, the Imperium and the Layeb Instrumentality, composed of reptilian religious fanatics, had not occurred by Humans, Delph, Vir or Tatars in any great numbers. The region was home to strange phenomena as well as a number of primitive races that did not like neighbors. And the Layeb were colonizing it, as well, leading to conflict between it and the Concordat Federation, the democratic predecessor of the fascist Imperium. So the Borderlands remained a wild place with few inhabitants, relatively speaking.  
 
    Commerce had gone through a number of names since it had been colonized, but none except “Commerce” had stuck. As the major jumping off point into the Borderlands for the rimward region of the Concordat Federation, it quickly became a market world. It was a large, hot, dry world that had little going for it, not even a gas giant in the system at which to re-supply the catalyst needed to keep the faster-than-light Overdrive engines running. This meant that protium was sold at exorbitant prices from a refueling station in orbit above Commerce, tanked in from neighboring Hazeltine, which, with its amenities, was much more suitable as a gateway to the Borderlands, but life is not always reasonable or fair. Especially not in the Borderlands.  
 
    Of course, most ships came equipped with a scoop that could collect raw protium from space but that was a good way to ruin your catalytic system. It was strictly an emergency only sort of thing. Skimming off gas giants was better, but still inefficient. Processed protium was the best, and therefore costly wherever it was in short supply, such as at the boundary of the Borderlands in this particular region. 
 
    One of the things the crew of the Vishnu had acquired at the cannebec mining station Halo was an astrogation map, which not only included the standard data of the Imperium’s cartographers, but also the stars and their planets in this area of the Borderlands, a section of space known as the Xuan Wu (“Black Tortoise”) Marches. Like most marches, it was a troublesome area, home to pirates, slavers, smugglers and the like, even before the neutral Borderlands had been created by interstellar treaty. The term “march” as a border territory had given rise to the title “marquis” in medieval times on Earth as the ward of such places, as “counts” ruled over “counties” and “sheriffs” presided over “shires”. 
 
    The map had led the escapees to Commerce. It had been a circuitous voyage because of the primitive Overdrive in the Vishnu, requiring three jumps. That was the first thing they wanted to fix – upgrading the Overdrive as much as they could, for its small range severely limited their ability to move about the worlds of the Borderlands. It restricted them to a relatively small region of space, for they had to worry about being stranded without protium. The unrefined stuff was used up quickly, for there was less of it per volume due to its impurity. Much of the ship’s mechanicals needed upgrading, but the Overdrive took priority, since it was clear they could not afford everything that was necessary. 
 
    “One of our priorities should be an improved catalytic system,” Rastheln’iq had said when the group met after acquiring the star map. “This improvement will allow us to avoid re-fueling stations.” Everyone inferred his meaning: There was less chance of them being recognized the fewer places they showed their faces. This wasn’t much of a concern for Tully, for anyone who could recognize him had been dead for thirteen hundred years. However, if his crewmates were recognized and arrested, doubtless he would go with them as an accomplice to their escape. His story was too fantastic to be believed – he had survived fourteen centuries in cold sleep aboard a derelict.  
 
    The Earthman had been giving his situation some thought, for if there was one thing Tully was, it was a survivor. It was no accident that he was the sole survivor of the Vishnu’s crew of one hundred twenty. 
 
    “The Overdrive must be our priority, Wormwood,” insisted Indri Mindsinger, who had taken charge of such meetings. He was the exception to the rule in his race that was descended from herd animals – a natural leader. 
 
    “I do not disagree,” replied Rastheln’iq, who was also known as Wormwood, a name given to him as a result of various medical crimes against sentient races. His race lacking emotions, he did not mind the epithet and accepted its use by his fellow escapees. “We will also need to upgrade software for a superior Overdrive system as well. To avoid the lurching you all find so unpleasant.” 
 
    “You don’t?” inquired Tully, who was still in the process of learning the quirks of his shipmates. He had made remarkable progress in learning the tongue of the Imperium but comprehending alien psychology still stumped him sometimes. 
 
    “I do, but I accept it,” the plant man said stoically. His species did not possess the emotions of the animal races of known space. 
 
    “If we’re going to be stuck on this ship for a while,” interjected Noomi Bloodgood, “then we need a few comforts like food and clothing.” 
 
    “No argument there,” put in Tully, a short, blocky man of about thirty years of age with dark, unruly hair. “Some liquor would help, too. We’ve about used up the ship’s stores.” 
 
    “The cost of such provisions will be inconsequential compared to upgrading engine components,” pointed out Rastheln’iq. “I see no problem in stocking our larders well, as long as we do not waste money.” 
 
    “I’m glad we all agree on that,” Indri said sincerely. The Delphite race did not like conflict, though they would fight if need be. The priest was an example of that. “It would also be a wise investment to purchase some shielding. The Vishnu’s is ridiculously inadequate.” This came as no surprise, considering the ship’s age. Armaments had changed and improved enormously over the intervening centuries since the Vishnu’s construction. 
 
    “This Commerce planet may be a good place to unload our spare H.E.L. guns,” suggested Tully. These were light-based handguns of the old Republic of Earth navy, stored in the armory of the Vishnu. Civilians in the Imperium were not allowed to own lethal weapons without special permits, but the Borderlands, not under Imperium jurisdiction, was another story. Anything went in the depths of space here. 
 
    “We may want to keep them for ourselves,” countered Rastheln’iq. “We might need some form of personal protection other than Zam guns, if we can find them here. Since your H.E.L. guns no longer exist, we could never have them repaired or re-charged. Better to keep what we do not need as spares.” 
 
    “I agree,” Noomi and Indri said almost as one. 
 
    They began taking inventory of what they had to trade, now that they had found a place to trade it. 
 
      
 
      
 
     At the suggestion of Indri Mindsinger, Tully accompanied Noomi Bloodgood, for his own safety. As a group, they knew nothing about Commerce and the human knew even less about current society. Although this varied widely throughout known space, there were certain agreed upon customs for cities that had a spaceport. The Tatar could ensure that Tully committed no serious faux pas during their time on the planet. 
 
    At least that was the idea. 
 
    In the second clothing store the pair went into, Tully told Noomi, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but watching a woman shop for clothing is not my idea of fun.” 
 
    “You don’t like shopping?” the Tatar asked, missing the point. Humans were difficult for her to understand. 
 
    “No. Men of my time generally didn’t.” 
 
    Noomi shrugged and resumed picking through clothes. 
 
    “So I was thinking,” Tully forged ahead with his idea, “I’m gonna go do my own shopping. There are a few things I want to pick up for the galley.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood gazed sideways at the Earthman. “Indri put you in my charge.” 
 
    “Who is he to put anyone anywhere?” Tully asked hotly. “He’s not my boss and he’s not your boss.” 
 
    Noomi laughed at her companion’s annoyance. It was childish. He reminded her of a rebellious pup. “It sounded like a good idea at the time. You could get in all sorts of trouble without me.” 
 
    “Aw, I can take care of myself,” Tully retorted. “I did all right on Halo.” 
 
    The Tatar shrugged her slim shoulders. “Suit yourself.” The humans she’d known in the Templars were all reasonably tough. Though neither as strong nor as quick as Tatars, they possessed a steely determination that few other races shared. It therefore stood to reason that Tully could, as he claimed, take care of himself. And Noomi knew that he did not like fighting, so he would avoid conflict. 
 
    “I’ll see you back at the Vimana,” Tully said with a grin as he disappeared out the shop entrance. 
 
    As he strolled along the boulevard, he peeked into shop windows. Whenever he saw something that struck his fancy, he went inside, but, more often than not, he came out empty handed. The Earthman seemed to be looking for something specific. 
 
    In his search, Tully bumped into one of the many beings walking along. It was difficult not to, as he had left the wide avenues and entered the narrow alleyways where merchants set up carts or tents to hawk their wares. He had picked up a few trinkets, as well as having eaten from street vendors. In his own time, some people warned against patronizing such establishments, because that sector of the food industry was less regulated than restaurants. Tully figured that if any food cart was in same spot for two days in a row, their food must not be that bad. He assumed, by the amount of business being done by these stalls and carts, that these were regulars to the marketplace. 
 
    Tully had the impression of a large being who had bumped into him, or vice-versa. This sentient said something that the human did not understand, and, rather casually, Tully responded, “Sorry, fella.” 
 
    A moment later, the Earthman flew into the air. He found himself dangling from the hand of the big alien, whose skin was the hue of a Concord grape and hairless, at least what was exposed. His head was crowned not in hair but a bumpy ridge His flesh gleamed in Commerce’s bright sunlight as he regarded Tully, whose face was now approximately level with that of his assailant. Cat’s eyes studied him. 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Tully protested helplessly. 
 
    Suddenly, a long forked tongue flicked out between the thin lips of the giant. It came within a hairsbreadth of brushing against Tully’s skin. The human wriggled in the giant’s grasp. 
 
    A voice from behind Tully said, “He’s a Zifarian. You have to make a certain sigil of contriteness as well as saying you’re sorry for an apology to be accepted.” 
 
    The Earthman recognized the voice. It belonged to Noomi Bloodgood. 
 
    “Show me the damned sign so he’ll let me go!” Tully demanded, twisting around to look at the girl. 
 
    Tully followed Noomi’s gesture as she made it, and, satisfied, the giant Zifarian gently set his catch back on the dusty alleyway. He then went on his way without another word. 
 
    When Tully looked at Noomi, he found her grinning. “Don’t say anything,” he told her. “Not a word.” 
 
    As the pair struck off in another direction, the Earthman said, “How’d you find me?”  
 
    Noomi Bloodgood pointed to her small nose. “Tatars have a very powerful sense of smell and you don’t smell like anyone else in this city.” 
 
    Saying nothing, Tully decided to take the remark as a compliment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Rastheln’iq made inquiries about their needed engine upgrade, leaving the bartering of trading everything they could reasonably cannibalize, excess furniture from the staterooms, unnecessary metal that they had not traded at Halo, and the like, to the Indri Mindsinger. His species was a gregarious one, and its members well known for their ability to negotiate. Remaining personal items of the original crew of the Vishnu, now long since dead except for Tully, Indri took to antique shops. 
 
    When the four members of the crew of the Vishnu met three hours later at the transport Vimana, which they’d used because its nose was a cargo hold, they looked very different than when they’d parted – with the exception of Tully, who saw no reason to waste money on clothing when there was a ship full of perfectly good uniforms that were in storage when the Vishnu had made its experimental jump; he was squeamish about wearing clothing that men had died in, and suggested these be included in the salvage trade. Instead, he had returned with two wooden crates, each small enough to carry with a single hand by a corded handle. Judging by the strain he showed carrying the pair, each was somewhat heavy, but Tully did not explain as he stowed the crates aboard the Vimana, the Vishnu’s transport. He seemed, in fact, rather secretive about the whole affair. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood looked like a different woman now, alluring and lethal at the same time. She had treated herself to professional grooming, and purchased a new garb consisting of many leathery straps covering her arms and legs and nipples and genitalia; this gave her legs the appearance of wearing very high sandals, although neither her feet nor her hands were covered. Between her small breasts lay a sheath that held a knife, and, one on each hip, Zammers in holsters; since these were non-lethal, they were legal on all but the most draconian of planets. Her H.E.L. gun was tucked into a small, concealed holster at the small of her back. 
 
    Law in the Imperium functioned in a tiered system: If the Imperium outlawed something, it was illegal – which was not to say that it could not be bought. With strict laws came a flourishing black market. Any planet could add to this restricted list, but could not legalize anything forbidden by the Imperium. These laws were enforced to varying degrees throughout the Imperium, and many was the world where a little bribe caused officials to look the other way temporarily. 
 
    Rastheln’iq was garbed in a light-colored gown of a coarse material that allowed the free flow of air through it, as well as light, upon which the plant man was more dependent than the others. Over this he wore a dark patterned floor-length vest that held many pockets, some of which now bulged with hidden contents. These were sealed shut, water- and airtight. The design of the pattern concealed the presence of the pockets to some degree, and it was difficult to detect exactly how many of them there were. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger now removed from his tall, hairless form a voluminous cloak that protected his skin from the heat of Commerce, revealing underneath plain clothing that had a vaguely militaristic quality to it. The double-breasted tunic was loose and flared out in a short skirt. He wore high leathery boots into which were tucked loose trousers. A cloth had been wound around the crown of his head. He left this in place when he spoke, “I’ve received a promise of seven thousand stellars for everything we agreed to salvage and trade.” Stellars were, as their name implied, the standard interstellar currency, though certain commodities, such as mikorn crystals, were normally accepted in most parts of known space. Seven thousand stellars would not last long for the operation of a ship such as the Vishnu, normally just a couple of months, though thus far they had reduced costs by skimming gas giants for protium, the largest expense in operating a starship outside of crew salaries, which of course there were none aboard the Vishnu. 
 
    Knowing this, Rastheln’iq interrupted, “Then what I have to say will be most welcome. I located a mechanic who will trade us a re-conditioned Overdrive 2 engine for our pristine antique Overdrive 1 engine.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a good deal to me,” observed the Tatar. 
 
    “I fear it is the best we will find,” responded the plant man. “I inspected the engine. It appears to be in good condition. I suggest we take this offer.” 
 
    “And how much to install it?” asked Indri, for in many repair jobs, the cost of labor exceeded the price of parts. 
 
    “That is where we encounter a problem,” Rastheln’iq answered. “He is too busy to do the work himself. We must find a way to remove our engine and take it to him, where he will then give us the Overdrive 2 engine.” 
 
    “Is that doable?” asked the Delph. 
 
    Noomi glanced at Tully, who said, “Don’t look at me. I’m just the cook. I have to call maintenance when the stove is on the fritz.” 
 
    This puzzled the Tatar girl, for while the Earthman had studied Lingua Galactica under Pal’s tutelage and was now reasonably conversant in it, his ancient Englot expressions were sometimes undecipherable to modern ears, even pointed ones like Noomi’s. 
 
    Reading her expression, Tully explained, “I’m no mechanic.” 
 
    “Pal is equipped to oversee the work, and he could assist, but we would require a sentient being to do the bulk of the work. Pal lacks the dexterity to do the work alone. And it is probably beyond my capability, as well,” admitted Rastheln’iq. “Mechanics is not my specialty.” 
 
    “Then some of our newfound wealth must go to pay a qualified starship mechanic,” concluded Indri. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed the Vir scientist, “and a mechanic is not something to spend cheaply on. As we all agreed, Overdrive 2 is essential for our survival. There is no reason to acquire one if we do not have it installed properly.” 
 
    “Or if we can’t get the software to run it,” reminded Indri Mindsinger. “I assume you also looked into that?” 
 
    The plant man nodded. “It is out of our price range,” he stated flatly. “Even a pirated copy would likely break our finances. If we could trust it. If we had access to our old contacts, perhaps we could find a reliable copy, but dealing with strangers, I would be hesitant.” 
 
    “Then why waste our time and energy getting the O-2 engine?” asked Tully. 
 
    “Because the Overdrive 2 can still operate as Overdrive 1 with the software we already have,” explained Rastheln’iq. “If we install the Overdrive 2 engine now, we can hope to acquire the proper software later, with no risk.” 
 
    “Huh,” grunted the Earthman. 
 
    “However, we need to think about getting a better computer,” explained the Viridian scientist. “As sophisticated as the Vishnu’s model was fourteen hundred years ago, it is primitive by today’s standards, little better than an abacus, and installing Overdrive 2 will push it to its limits. We will not be able to add any additional programs that we might find useful, and existing systems may be not a hundred percent reliable all of the time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Indri asked in an alarmed tone. 
 
    “We may experience delays in response time. A system or operation may crash.” 
 
    “Then some sort of upgrade to the Vishnu’s computer is also essential,” stated the Delph. 
 
    Rastheln’iq nodded. “I can jury rig the computer by upgrading certain components without replacing it, if necessary. This will likely be inexpensive.” 
 
    “You said ‘other programs’. You mean programs for defense and such,” Noomi Bloodgood offered knowingly.  
 
    “Exactly. In addition, the ship’s computer is incredibly slow. Even a modest sized modern model will be an immense improvement. However, we all know how expensive these are.” 
 
    “Maybe we could find a pirate copy of the software we need, and find some work here to get us some ready cash,” suggested Noomi. As a Templar, she was used to doing odd jobs for pay, for the Templars were mercenaries. 
 
    “That’s something to consider,” Indri agreed in a tone that did not conceal the fact he did not like the idea. He also agreed with Wormwood that a pirated copy was probably inadvisable. As much as he loathed the plant man, he had to admit that he was very, very intelligent. 
 
    “Like being bodyguards? You know that you’re the only one who’s a soldier,” Tully reminded the Tatar girl. 
 
    “You’re a sailor,” she returned archly. “Don’t you know how to fight?” 
 
    “I went through basic training,” explained the human somewhat defensively, “but we would have had a contingent of marines on board if the Vishnu’d gone into service. Sailors don’t generally fight hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “Still, the idea has some merit,” put in Rastheln’iq. “Perhaps we can find some work that suits our abilities. Certainly, if Noomi can find work as a bodyguard, as Tully suggests, that is fine. My knowledge may be of some commercial value here. Indri Mindsinger may find work using his psychomancy skills. Tully?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do much of anything … that’s why I joined the navy. Unless you count drinking and gambling as marketable skills.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood could not suppress a giggle at this remark, but said nothing. 
 
    “Then I suggest we do nothing untoward here because we may not have a ready means of escape,” Rastheln’iq continued.  
 
    “Untoward?” Tully mouthed. 
 
    Under her breath, the Tatar said, “Illegal.” 
 
    “The Templars have a base in the next system, and it would be unwise to draw their attention,” the Viridian scientist reminded his crewmates. 
 
    “Agreed,” said the Delphite priest. “Let us find a reputable mechanic to make the Overdrive 2 installation, and look further into acquiring the software and computer components we need.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Noomi Bloodgood found temporary work at Moidal’s, a local security employment agency, contract work. Visiting merchants often required protection while conducting transactions planetside. Whatever crew might operate a ship on which the merchant might arrive on would not be trained for security, unless the ship belonged to the merchant and he’d picked the crewmembers himself. 
 
    Noomi had to demonstrate her combat abilities, armed and unarmed, and she impressed the recruiter, who discreetly did not ask how she had come by her skills. Her opportunity came two days after she applied for work. The agency arranged for her permit to carry lethal handguns, though her Zammers required no such licensing. The recruiter, a crusty-skinned Ployd from Ploydaise, was something of a weapons expert, and wondered aloud about the H.E.L. gun, which had come from the Vishnu’s armory. 
 
    “From an obscure planet far off the beaten path,” Noomi explained. “Not very powerful, but discreet.” She referred to its compact size, which made it easy to conceal. One would have to look hard to find the holster at the small of her back where she kept the weapon. “With my aim, it’s as deadly as a beamer.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the recruiter agreed sincerely, having just witnessed the Tatar’s expertise on the agency’s private firing range. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood’s client was Twylo Manga’ar, who, it turned out, was a Zucone, she learned when she contacted him by 3V, holographic communication, the following day. That meant he was an amphibian who possessed grayish flesh and large amber eyes covered in a nictating membrane. His upper lip consisted of a number of small semi-prehensile tentacles, which made his voice warble when he spoke. In a husky voice, the Zucone merchant said, “I am wishing you to come to the Birt Rigo tomorrow at noon, wishing you to escort me to my destination. I am thinking to repair to my ship, once my business is concluded, where your duties will end. I am wanting you to be one of two protection specialists I have employed.” 
 
    “Understood,” Noomi replied. “I’ll be there at noon.” 
 
    The next day, the Tatar arrived shortly before the appointed time at the good ship Birt Rigo. Her Templar training had taught her discipline. It also taught her to always be on the lookout for danger. She spotted this in the form of a short, squat being with greenish skin whose neck was nearly as tall as his torso. This was topped by a hairless head in which were set two round, sleepy-lidded eyes. Noomi recognized him as a Halakuon. “You my partner,” said the sentient in a throaty voice. 
 
    The Tatar girl nodded her affirmative. “I’m Noomi Bloodgood.” 
 
    “I Rin Ran Roon,” said the Halakuon, his head dipping slightly to reach the girl’s level. “I strong.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” The Halakuon hailed from a heavy gravity planet. “I Tatar … fast.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    A few moments passed before the great portal of the Birt Rigo opened and revealed Twylo Manga’ar. He was wearing an embroidered scarlet jacket over a brocaded black doublet that Noomi suspected provided protection against beamer fire. A short cloak was draped about his shoulders. Loose pantaloons tucked into knee-length boots covered the lower half of the Zucone. A matching black velvet cap tilted jauntily atop the merchant’s hairless head. The gray flesh seemed to fluctuate against the two high contrast hues, dark against the scarlet, light against the black. It also appeared to be moist. “Shall we be off?” 
 
    The Zucone carried nothing with him as he disembarked the Birt Rigo, which was a cylindrical ship with a ring at its midpoint. Noomi thought nothing of this as it did not concern her, except that she did not have to worry about someone trying to take something out of her client’s hands. Whatever business Twylo Manga’ar had in Commerce City might not involve physical objects; perhaps some sort of business meeting was the purpose of the Zucone’s visit. Maybe he dealt in information. 
 
    But whatever it was, it didn’t matter: Protection was protection and a job was a job. That was the Templar creed. 
 
    At a gesture from Twylo Manga’ar’s gloved hand, the trio began their short journey through the streets of Commerce City. 
 
    Appraising Rin Ran Roon, Noomi Bloodgood thought that he did not know where they were going, either. The Zucone had conspicuously not told her their destination, perhaps to eliminate the temptation of double-crossing him and arranging an ambush. 
 
    The Tatar wondered why Twylo Manga’ar had not hired the Templars. The mercenary organization was not difficult to contact, it being a business open for business.  
 
    But communications were sometimes sketchy in the Borderlands. Its inhabitants had access to neither the Imperium nor the Instrumentality’s communications networks, for the information there could be construed as propaganda, which was not permitted under the treaty that created the Borderlands. So everything but local communications was handled by a piecemeal system built by dozens of providers, the Tri-Planetary Corporation being the largest of these. Over the centuries, it had gobbled up smaller competitors by offering lucrative terms, until they now owned a majority of the Borderlands networks. This had its advantages in that service was now as close as possible to perfect reliability but it also meant that T.P.C. could charge what it wanted. The only thing preventing widespread rate hikes were so-called pirate networks that operated within systems claimed by Tri-Planetary. Without interstellar law, there was no court for T.P.C. to appeal to, so they hired the Templars to shut down the smaller operators, which had led to violence. 
 
    There was enough call for the Templars in the Borderlands that they had a base at Hazeltine, a neighboring system, so if Twylo Manga’ar desired to contact them, he surely could have. The Templars also maintained an impeccable record of service to their clients. 
 
    There were only two reasons why a sentient being would not hire the Templars if he needed protection: He couldn’t afford it or he couldn’t trust the Templars for some reason. The Zucone had his own ship. The odds were that he could afford the Templars’ prices. That meant his dealings were shady enough to impel him to steer clear of the Templars. 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood was pondering this when her hackles went up. Something was wrong! Her senses told her there was trouble. She concentrated to find where it originated amid the bustling streets of Commerce City. 
 
    But before she could pinpoint it, a bright blue pulse of light flashed down off a nearby roof and struck Rin Ran Roon in the neck. His head flopped over as Noomi took hold of Twylo Manga’ar and propelled him ahead. It took a few moments for the Halakuon’s brain to send the signal to his body that it was dead. 
 
    Everyone who planned an ambush knew that retreat was always the obvious reaction, so there would be men behind Noomi and the Zucone – unless the purpose was to assassinate her client rather than rob him, but shooting Rin Ran Roon seemed to disprove this. A decent planner might expect those on the run to move laterally, seek refuge in nearby shops either to the side or behind. The Tatar directed her ward into a shop doorway ahead of them, for few would expect her to go toward the shooting. She hoped that path lay clear. 
 
    Keeping an eye on the spot from which the beamer fire was coming, Noomi pushed Twylo Manga’ar to the sidewalk just as the weapon flashed again. Springing to her feet, she dragged the Zucone merchant into a shop. As she did so, she spied men coming along the street from both directions. 
 
    The Tatar didn’t like it. Her instinct was to fight. Her training was to fight. But her discipline told her to do her duty. That meant protecting the client. 
 
    In one hand she held a Zam gun, while she hustled Twylo Manga’ar through the store – a clockmaker’s shop – with the other, telling him, “You’re going to have to follow me if you want to get out of this alive. Do what I tell you when I tell you. We’re surrounded. There are too many to fight, even for me.” 
 
    Nodding, the Zucone warbled his understanding. 
 
    By now, the pair had arrived at the back door of the shop, over the protestations of the clockmaker. This was an old-fashioned hinged job and Noomi pushed it open a crack. Through the slit she saw three armed men who appeared to be waiting for trouble. She planned to give it to them. 
 
    They were positioned one door back from her location. This did not surprise the Tatar for it is what she would have done if she were the ambuscade planner. But she had outwitted them by going forward, rather than fleeing through the nearest door. 
 
    In a low voice, she told Twylo Manga’ar, “When the men go down, follow me.” 
 
    “I am understanding,” the Zucone warbled. 
 
    With a wild cry, she sprang from the doorway. Taken by surprise, only one of the trio of ambushers managed to get off a shot. It went wide of its mark. 
 
    Noomi mauled the three men, disarming them in the blink of an eye before any could draw a bead on her. When they went down, she glanced back to find Twylo Manga’ar coming toward her as instructed. Grabbing hold of his jacket, she pulled him along through the back door of a store on the other side of the alley. 
 
    On the street, they doubled back in the direction from which they’d come. They kept going until they’d lost themselves in the crowds of the streets, then changed direction to a perpendicular course that took them quickly away from the battle scene. 
 
    The following day, Twylo Manga’ar put Noomi Bloodgood in charge of a six-person detachment. They encountered no trouble on either leg of their journey, and the Tatar was handsomely paid for her services. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days passed as the rest of the quartet of refugees did the labor of removing their Stardrive engine from the Vishnu. Pal oversaw the work, ensuring that it was done properly. This was the easy part, and Rastheln’iq had no trouble doing it with an occasional hand from Tully, whose help was not worth much more than the conversation he offered. He provided a pleasant if unnecessary diversion as the plant man worked. His brain was not distracted as an animal being’s might be by conversation. His mind was compartmentalized, like the Vishnu itself. The various sections operated largely independently under an umbrella master control, so to speak, a product of being a plant, not an animal. Although he derived little pleasure from non-scientific conversation, he absorbed what the human said to better understand him. He studied his erstwhile crewmates, for doing so might one day save his life. 
 
    This left Indri Mindsinger and Noomi Bloodgood the task of working out the other details of the trade. They found the components Rastheln’iq wanted for the computer, but they did not have enough cash to purchase and install even a refurbished good catalytic system, one capable of handling the raw protium found in gas giants. The Vishnu’s wouldn’t last long if they kept skimming gaseous planets for protium, for it was made in the days before such replenishment techniques and constructed for refined protium, and Tully was forced to scrub the one that they had. They bought modern tools on Commerce to do the job. All of this, combined with reasonable rations for a few weeks, severely cut into their operating funds.  
 
    The pair sat in a saloon in the city that surrounded the spaceport, named Commerce City. It was a bustling place, with dozens of alien races represented, not all of which were known to either Indri or Noomi. The saloon, the Urad, was a microcosm of the city. 
 
    “I’m getting pretty frustrated,” Noomi Bloodgood confessed. Their hunt had not been going well, and patience was not a trait for which the Tatar were known. The girl was drinking away her stress at the moment. She knew how to hold her liquor, as most career soldiers did. 
 
    “I remain hopeful,” returned Indri, although his voice, too, held stress. 
 
    “You’re not drinking,” Noomi observed. He had ordered an herbal brew. 
 
    “I am a priest … was a priest, before I became a ‘criminal’,” explained the Delph. He used an inflection on the word “criminal” that Noomi was able to ascertain his disdain for the term being applied to him. “We have certain strictures about what we may put into our bodies.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I was shorn of my title and duties for announcing my belief that the Delph Consortium should leave the Imperium … by violence if necessary.” 
 
    “I always thought you Delph were non-violent,” said Noomi. 
 
    “Not precisely. We seek peace, but may use violence to achieve it,” explained Indri. 
 
    The Tatar girl laughed skeptically. “Sounds like justification to me.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Indri responded without rancor. “We don’t believe in initiating violence, but we use it in response to aggression. We are not isolationists or pacifists. We fight when we must. I believe we must fight to cast off Imperium oppression, but my people disagreed and made me a criminal.” 
 
    For a moment, Noomi said nothing, then asked, “But you’re not a priest now.” 
 
    “In my heart, I am still a priest.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood nodded, not completely comprehending the Delph’s feelings. The Tatars believed in the here and now, not the unseen metaphysical realm. Though some held believe in lives and worlds after death, it was not something they, as a species, worried about. It would take care of itself when it came – if it existed at all. 
 
    After a moment, Indri Mindsinger asked, “And you?” 
 
    “Me? There’s not much to my story. I disobeyed a direct order and was court-martialed.” 
 
    “And they sent you to Purgatory for that?” 
 
    Noomi nodded. “More or less.” 
 
    The Delphite priest gave the girl a wan smile. “I suspect more, but we’ll let the matter rest if you don’t wish to discuss it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The conversation soon returned to the matter of Overdrive 2 software, and how to acquire it. Presently, an elderly ruddy-skinned man approached the table where Indri and Noomi sat. The white-haired fellow said, “I couldn’t help overhearing your troubles. My name’s Lannisport. I may have a solution to your troubles.” 
 
    “Oh?” said Noomi Bloodgood, suspicious of anyone who offered help. The Tatar did not even wholly trust others of her kind from other tribes, for if they were near enough to interact, they were near enough to compete for resources. This, as much as anything, had kept them from forming their own interstellar empire for several centuries. In the end, they’d had to take over the existing government and mold it into something they recognized – a predatory pack of hunters. 
 
    Lannisport nodded. “I happen to know of a derelict not too far from here. It’s been picked clean, but the computer’s software should still be there – anyone who has scavenged the ship would have copied the software, not taken the computer. The ship was pretty shot up by pirates, and it’s doubtful the computer was ever salvaged. 
 
    “And if it was, all you’ll have lost is the time it takes you to look.” 
 
    “And what sort of compensation would you expect for your help?” asked Indri. 
 
    “Oh, I think a thousand stellars would do it … plus a share of whatever you recover,” replied Lannisport. 
 
    “What do you expect us to recover?” asked Noomi. 
 
    “I don’t know, but if you find something others missed, I want a share of it.” 
 
    “If you’ll excuse us,” said Indri, “we need to discuss this in private.” The Delph waited until Lannisport had returned to the bar, where he weaseled a drink from another patron, before speaking. 
 
    “I sense that he is sincere,” the Delphite priest told Noomi. “Whether his information has merit is another matter. However, we are in a bind, and, as he said, all we have to lose is time, which we have plenty of.” 
 
    “Good,” agreed the Tatar. “I’m itching for some action after all this waiting around.” 
 
    Activating the personal communications badge of the Vishnu, Indri contacted Rastheln’iq and told him the details.  
 
    “A thousand stellars is a goodly sum of money, but a bargain compared to the prices we have found for the software,” remarked the plant man. “Everything is overpriced here, as you may have noticed.” 
 
    “I did,” agreed Indri. 
 
    “It will take some time to re-engage the Stardrive,” said Rastheln’iq. “We have only just disconnected all the connections, but have yet to remove any components. Give us twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Very well,” replied Indri, who summoned Lannisport with a hand to tell him the news. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The atmosphere suits of the Vishnu were primitive, compared to the two that had been aboard the prison shuttle, but functional. These were required as the wreck Lannisport had described was riddled with holes, and could not possibly contain an atmosphere, except perhaps in limited areas. 
 
    The old man was quite intrigued by the Vishnu, and had inquired about it. “Never seen a ship of this design before.” 
 
    “Known space is a big place,” answered Rastheln’iq. “I am sure there are many cultures with which you are unfamiliar. In the Viridian Federation alone, there are dozens of races.” 
 
    Lannisport got the message, and asked no further questions. 
 
    It had been decided that the three convicts would go, along with Lannisport, while Tully and Pal stayed behind to “hold down the fort”, as the Earthman had quaintly put it. Pal was too valuable to risk, and, with his lack of experience, Tully would be of limited use on such an expedition. Thus was it decided. 
 
    The Alo Paixa was a fairly typical three hundred ton gypsy freighter, of a standard design in use throughout known space, horseshoe-shaped with the passenger entrance between the two wings or legs. Cargo was loaded directly through the outer edges of these, with the bridge located in the nose. Several holes told the tale of the craft: torpedo strikes, the first line of attack by military ships – and pirates. The berzelium hull was also burned in numerous places, the results of carolinium beamers, for use only at close quarters. The Alo Paixa had really taken a beating. Lannisport had explained, when asked how it came to be a derelict, that it had been the prey of pirates. This area was known for pirate activity, in fact. 
 
    “You neglected to mention that when you first told us about the derelict,” Indri had said. 
 
    Lannisport shrugged. “Why’d you think it was abandoned?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any difference to me,” Noomi put in. 
 
    “It also does not change our circumstance,” pointed out Rastheln’iq. 
 
    So it was agreed to continue. 
 
    Leaving the Vishnu at a safe distance, the four went over in the unnamed and unmarked shuttle, anchoring it magnetically to the wreck’s hull. They then jetted inside using impellers built into the atmosphere suits through one of the larger breeches in the hull. Rastheln’iq carried a computer drive to copy the software onto. He’d purchased this on Commerce, for the Vishnu had nothing like it. Its core was composed of mikorn crystals, a naturally occurred mineral that had properties like that of manufactured electronics, making it quite valuable – and quite expensive. The small drive had cost another thousand stellars, and between it, purchasing computer components, dock fees, paying Lannisport, and hiring a reliable Overdrive mechanic, more than half the group’s seven thousand was already gone. 
 
    As Lannisport had predicted, the freighter was in bad shape. Everything of any real value had been taken. This included the engines and power plants and the like, though furniture and miscellaneous items had been left behind if they were large. The ship had not been picked clean. It would take some time to do a proper job of that, and not worth it to any but the most desperate of individuals, such as the escapees. Indri considered such an operation as the four made their way through the Alo Paixa. Though the hull was worth something, it was too damaged to repair and the cost of salvaging it had been deemed too expensive. What was left of the ship wasn’t worth towing to a salvage yard.  
 
    But, Rastheln’iq found, Lannisport had also been correct about the Overdrive software. The computer had been too damaged to salvage, but the data he wanted was still there. Upon inspecting the main computer, the Viridian scientist announced, “This is going to take some time.” 
 
    Upon hearing this, Noomi Bloodgood said, “I’m going to take a look around then.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” offered Lannisport. 
 
    Casting his gaze upon the old spacer, Indri told her, “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’m always careful,” returned the Tatar. 
 
    The Delphite priest sensed that the old man was trustworthy, but as he had explained to Rastheln’iq soon after the two had met, psychomancy was not magic. There were species that could fool it. And there was never any harm in exercising caution. 
 
    Two hours passed. Noomi and Lannisport returned, neither having come across anything of value nor encountering any trouble. 
 
    “How much longer?” asked the Tatar girl. 
 
    “Less than an hour,” answered Rastheln’iq. He lamented the state of the computer, for it would have been a valuable addition to the Vishnu if it had been in anything resembling a working condition. But in all likelihood, he knew, it would be cheaper to buy a serviceable used model than repair this one, which is why it had not been taken by a salvage crew. 
 
    “I thought you were eager for this trip,” Indri said lightly. 
 
    “It turned out to be more waiting,” Noomi complained. 
 
    The Viridian scientist was as good as his word. Less than an hour later, the shuttle was en route back to the Vishnu. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Noomi Bloodgood sat the shuttle down in its customary spot in the voluminous hangar bay, and its passengers disembarked. Removing their helmets, they began going to the office aft that had been turned into a storage closet where a number of atmosphere suits were kept, near an airlock.  
 
    But the four sentients never made it. 
 
    No sooner had the big bay door closed and the atmosphere replenished than a large group of unsavory looking individuals, brandishing lethal-looking weapons, appeared from the cryo-chamber room. One of the larger ones, who sported a bright red beard, pronounced, “All of you over here … in the open where we can see you.” 
 
    Rastheln’iq, Indri Mindsinger, Noomi Bloodgood and the old man known as Lannisport obeyed.  
 
    “Where is Tully?” asked the Delphite priest. 
 
    “He’s nice and safe in the brig,” answered the big man. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Redbeard, and these men are the Red Shift gang.” 
 
    Lannisport visibly trembled at the names, but the Tatar girl laughed derisively. “So you’re known for running away?” Light shifted toward the red end of the spectrum as its wavelength lengthened when an object was moving away. Therefore a red shift indicated a departing object. 
 
    “We’re in and out quick, like a lightning strike. 
 
    “Now, where are your valuables?” 
 
    “We have none,” Indri explained. 
 
    “Do you believe that we would be exploring the derelict if we had valuables?” Rastheln’iq said in, explaining the Delph’s statement. “Look around you. This ship is an antique. Have you examined our engine … Overdrive 1? It is highly likely that you are wealthier than we.” 
 
    “But not as tough,” added Noomi, who wanted a fight. Not only was she incensed that they were being robbed, but she had been looking for some action ever since their escapade at Halo. Accordingly, she sized up the enemy as they spread out to better cover the quartet: There were ten or eleven of them, each armed with either a carbine or rifle beamer – lethal; they also wore the pistol variety in holsters on their persons. A single direct hit in the torso from the larger models stood a good chance of killing the average sentient. Although she felt confident that she could outdraw any of the pirates, they had their guns out while hers were trapped beneath her atmosphere suit. Not even someone with the agility of a Tatar could dodge bolts of light. But if one pirate came close enough …. 
 
    “If you have searched our ship,” continued the Viridian scientist, “you have seen that we have cannibalized as much as we can and salvaged it for trade.” 
 
    “We did notice you haven’t taken very good care of the place,” Redbeard laughed. “I guess that means we’re going to have to take your ship.” 
 
    Everyone knew what that meant – death for the crew of the Vishnu. That included Lannisport, who was not a crewmember. 
 
    In the back of his mind, Indri was glad that he had been right about the old man – the space dog showed no signs of being in cahoots with the Red Shift gang. He was more frightened than any of the escaped convicts. 
 
    “Do you want to go by beamer or by vacuum?” asked Redbeard in an unkindly tone. 
 
    “May we confer for a moment?” Rastheln’iq asked. 
 
    The pirate leader shrugged, but nodded to his men to ready their weapons. Plainly he did not intend on waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Noomi demanded of the plant man. 
 
    Ignoring her, the Vir said into his comm badge, “Pal, command 24.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the robot boomed enthusiastically, as if he found some satisfaction in taking action. 
 
    “Put on your helmet,” Indri told Lannisport, sensing what Rastheln’iq had in mind. His plant brain was not as easy to read as animal brains, or else the Delph would have known before the Viridian scientist uttered a word. 
 
    Noomi was ahead of both, possessing some understanding of the Viridian scientist’s devious ways. 
 
    Suddenly, the bay door began to open. The air sucked at them as it was pulled out of the chamber by the vacuum of space, but the magnetic soles of their suits held them fast. Each flailed a bit in the sudden gust, Noomi crouching low to maintain her balance. 
 
    As Rastheln’iq had calculated, Redbeard and his men were forced to retreat back from where they’d come – those that could, that is. The two closest to the bay door were sucked out into space before they could reach safety, wearing neither atmosphere suits nor magnetic soles on their boots. 
 
    “Follow me,” the plant man directed as he moved – cautiously, always keeping at least one foot on the metal floor – aft, where two auxiliary elevators sat. The others did as he bade, and, once inside the lift, Rastheln’iq sent it upwards. “We must hope that Redbeard does not have men stationed around the ship. They at least have not gone to the bridge, where Pal doubtlessly waits.” 
 
    “You’ve been working with Pal,” Indri said to Rastheln’iq as the elevator rose. 
 
    The plant man nodded. “Some emergency commands pre-programmed, so when necessary, they will not require explanation. They are also executed at top speed, receiving priority over all other commands Pal is dealing with.” 
 
    “You might have told us.” 
 
    “I did not see the point. I assumed that each of you have been taking your own precautions for survival.” 
 
    The Delph hmm-ed before speaking. “Where are we going?” asked Indri Mindsinger, but he thought he knew the answer before he spoke. 
 
    “I am going to auxiliary control,” answered the Vir. “I can access the Vishnu’s anti-boarding party measures from there. What the rest of you do is your own concern.” 
 
    “I’m going to hunt those skivvers down!” Noomi said excitedly, removing her atmosphere suit so she could easily reach the many weapons on her person. Beside her, the Delph did the same, for he did not like confining garb. 
 
    Seeing this, Rastheln’iq commented, “I might not be so eager to shed the atmosphere suit. It slows you down but it will provide a little protection against beamers. It might mean the difference between life and death.” 
 
    Indri re-thought his strategy, and left his suit on. “What about Tully?” he asked. 
 
    “You mean, should we free him? I do not see the purpose to it. He has admitted that he is practically useless in a fight, but if you wish to free him, do so,” returned Rastheln’iq calmly. “I would worry that the pirates are only one deck below the brig, and Redbeard might suspect we would go there first. By the time you can return there, members of the Red Shift gang may already be there.” The elevator had passed deck 7 and was very close to arriving at its destination now. 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” Indri murmured. 
 
    The plant man said nothing, formulating a plan to deal with the intruders. 
 
    The elevator door opened and Rastheln’iq stepped out. The others remained in the lift, which went up one more deck where the shaft ended, deck 3, crew quarters. The quartet of refugees lived on this deck, Rastheln’iq having appropriated the labs in the rear section for himself. The others lived in random staterooms on the deck. All of the Vishnu’s elevators serviced this deck, except the special one at the aft that only ran between auxiliary control and the sensors room on deck 5. 
 
    “Noomi,” said Indri, “show Lannisport the way to the bridge while I retrieve my H.E.L. gun.” 
 
    As the Tatar took the old man to the nearest elevators, which were amidships, the Delphite priest went to his quarters. He had chosen one of the larger suites – there were almost twenty of these – and used a portion of its space for a small shrine. On the way, he said into his comm badge, “Pal, we are sending a being to you. Protect him if you can do so without endangering yourself or the Vishnu. He is not to be permitted to activate or deactivate any control. Please lock them, and keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” came the enthusiastic response. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From auxiliary control, Rastheln’iq locked all the pressure doors of the Vishnu; these were intended to protect compartments from others that had been ruptured or contaminated. His compatriots possessed the codes in their comm badges to unlock these as necessary, but this would at least slow the members of the Red Shift gang. Doubtless they would blast their way through them, but that would take time and leave a trail for Noomi and Indri to follow. Then he did the same to the elevators. Blasting them wouldn’t do the pirates any good, for even if they got a lift door open, they could not summon the car. 
 
    When Indri tried the elevator and found he needed the code to access it, he glanced at Noomi Bloodgood. “Wormwood.” 
 
    As if he had heard his name said, Rastheln’iq’s voice came over the badges, “The intruders are on deck 7 and deck 6. Ignore those on 7 for the time being and focus on those on 6.” 
 
    The plant man knew there were pirates on decks 7 and 6 because of the movement of the elevators. The Viridian scientist had no way of knowing how many were on each deck, but any whittling down of opponents was welcome. Those trapped on 7 would remain there, for the locked elevators would not permit them to leave. Those on 6 were another matter: Maintenance stairs there granted access to the upper levels; the stairs came out on deck 3. But it would probably take the pirates some time to locate these, if they ever did.  
 
    As Indri and Noomi made their way to deck 6 to deal with the pirates there, Redbeard’s voice boomed over the Vishnu’s intercom system. “I have your crewmate Tully, and I’ll kill him if you don’t unlock the doors and surrender.” 
 
    From the background, the Earthman said, “They snuck up on me while I was watching the Alo Paixa! They were in before I knew it! I –” 
 
    Before Indri could respond, Rastheln’iq’s voice cut in, “You refer to the useless human who allowed our ship to be boarded? What makes you think we care about him? You expect us to trade our three lives for his one? You do not understand Viridian psychology, Redbeard.” 
 
    Both Indri and Noomi knew the game that Rastheln’iq was playing. It was a dangerous one, but the only one to be had. The plant man played the hand that he was dealt. Surrendering now would get them all killed. He had to bluff their way out of this. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” came the pirate leader’s voice. 
 
    “Am I? Tell me, pirate, have you ever heard the name ‘Wormwood’?” 
 
    There were a few moments of silence, then Redbeard said, “You’re Wormwood? I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Ask the human what everyone on this ship calls me.” 
 
    More silence. Redbeard must have been consulting Tully. Then, “Look, Wormwood. Why not throw in with us? You can’t like these others who are with you.” 
 
    Evidently, one of the other members recognized the name, for someone cut in, “Let’s get out of here, Captain!” 
 
    “Belay that,” Redbeard commanded gruffly. “Well, Wormwood, what do you say?” 
 
    “You are trespassing on my ship. You may live if you leave now.” 
 
    “Open the doors and we’ll go.” 
 
    “Find your own way out and be quick about it.” 
 
    “All right, Wormwood,” spat Redbeard. “We’re not leaving! We’re going to kill the lot of you and boast about it in the next saloon we find!” 
 
    No response came, but the pirate captain was canny enough not to mistake silence for fear. He growled to his Red Shift men, “Find that plant man and kill him, mates!” 
 
    As he and Noomi descended in one of the aft elevators – the amidships elevators did not service deck 6 – Indri Mindsinger considered that Rastheln’iq had gone too far, but reflecting that he was dealing with pirates, it seemed just as likely that they’d take advantage of opened doors to press their attack. The Vir had probably done the right thing, even if it didn’t feel like it right now. 
 
    Leaving the elevator, the pair proceeded down the wide corridor that ran the length of the ship, guns at the ready. Tully called this “Broadway”, an old Earth term, he’d explained, that seemed self-explanatory to the others. There was some back story about a wide street in New New York that had been submerged by rising waters that Tully did not know much about. The avenue’s importance was lost to history, though its name survived, at least into the twenty-fourth century.  
 
    The pair moved silently. Noomi’s footsteps were inaudible to any ear but the Delph’s; hearing was his race’s main sense. 
 
    With the pressure doors locked, the pirates would be trapped in the engine room, where the bow elevators were located, unless they had blasted open a door. The one at the end of Broadway was intact. The two closed in on it, hesitating before it. 
 
    While the doors of the Vishnu opened relatively silently, there was now no noise of crewmen working to hide what sound was made. If the pirates were close to the door when it opened, they would hear the door and Noomi and Indri would be seen. The Delphite priest said to his companion, “There is no one immediately on the other side of this door.” 
 
    Noomi Bloodgood nodded. “How far does your sense work?” 
 
    “It varies from species to species and even from individual to individual. It also depends on my own state of mind. Fatigue, stress and anger can all dull it.” 
 
    The Tatar girl grinned. “So how do you feel now?” 
 
    “Very aware,” Indri returned with a wan smile. “There are four on the other side, searching for us at some distance.” 
 
    Noomi nodded. Four meant the majority of the Red Shift gang was still down on deck 7. Redbeard had expected them to free Tully, or get to the weapons in the armory, or both. Rattlesnake – as the girl called Rastheln’iq – had outwitted the pirate leader. He was, as Noomi had told him when she gave him the nickname weeks previously, quite dangerous, and cold-blooded, both literally and figuratively. His weakness – she couldn’t help looking for these in others, reflexively – was that he was no fighter. He was just a thinker, but, oh, what a thinker! The plant man, largely lacking the emotions to be offended, did not mind the nickname Noomi used, since it was not given in malice. 
 
    “Any idea how far away they are?” asked the Tatar. 
 
    “Not within twenty feet, I believe with confidence. Ready?” 
 
    Noomi nodded, and Indri sent the required code from his comm badge. 
 
    The door slid open, and the Delphite priest sensed no alarm from the intruders – they had not heard anything. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger saw Noomi’s nose twitch as she picked up the scent of the pirates. While his hearing was on par with hers – or perhaps slightly better – her sense of smell was much keener. While Indri’s cetacean ancestors possessed an acute sense of taste, this had atrophied since they’d moved onto land millions of years earlier, and the modern Delph’s olfactory ability was no greater than that of a human. 
 
    Just inside the door lay the three cold fusion power plants that powered the Vishnu. Their positions practically created hallways around them. Tucking her pistols into her atmosphere suit, Noomi Bloodgood scrambled up the side of one of the power plants, from the top of which she could get a good look at the rest of the engine room.  
 
    Indri Mindsinger ignored the three doors on either side of the portal to Broadway; these were machine and electronics shops, and near enough that he sensed that they were empty, as well as being intact; their doors were undamaged. He proceeded toward the bow where the plasma thrusters lay, between the two power plants that his Tatar companion did not occupy. She was now perched on the starboard machine, which gave her a good view of that half of the engine room, including the monitoring station – where she spotted two of the pirates. One was near, the other farther back in the irregularly-shaped chamber, by the starboard thruster casings.  
 
    A low, involuntary growl escaped Noomi’s throat. The Bringle, one of the Tatar parent races, were as much predators as mankind was. Though they did not hunt to extinction as humans did, they did not turn their backs on their heritage, and their society functioned much like their pack predator forebears had. They lived together in small groups but hunted solo, unless the target was too large for a single Bringle. Then they cooperated for the common good. Noomi Bloodgood was equal parts human and Bringle. Both sides of her wanted to attack. 
 
    She withdrew her breastbone dagger from its sheath and waited. When the farther pirate disappeared from view around one of the machines, she leapt from the power plant, pouncing on the one near the monitor station. Her dagger slid into him before he knew what was happening. He went down without a fight, though the sound of his corpse hitting the hard floor of the engine room drew the attention of his compatriot. 
 
    But by the time the pirate came to check on his fallen comrade, Noomi was up on the control console, hidden from view. She struck as soon as her hearing told her that he was within range. Facing her, he put up more of a fight than the Tatar’s first victim had.  
 
    She swung the dagger down at his heart. He wore a metallic breastplate that turned her blade aside with a shriek. Before he could defend himself, she brought the dagger back around, swiping it across his exposed throat. He gurgled quietly as she released him, letting him fall to the floor where he died. 
 
    That left two. Noomi wondered what Indri was doing – she had not heard Zam gunfire, or any other type. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Indri Mindsinger ignored the staircases on either side of the main elevators. These only led one deck up, to maintenance access areas, and he sensed no one on the steps as he neared them. His quarry lay elsewhere. 
 
    Came a clank. 
 
    One of the pirates had knocked some metal part to the floor, either accidentally or while rummaging around. It didn’t matter to the Delph – the noise had told him what he needed to know. He crept toward the location of the sound, his H.E.L. gun ready. This was a high-energy light-based weapon from Earth’s twenty-third century, and quite effective, despite being considerably less powerful than the lethal beamers of the modern era. One shot from it would disable whatever body part it struck; hitting a vital spot, such as an unprotected face, would almost certainly be fatal. 
 
    Indri Mindsinger was no stranger to guns. It was not merely his vocal protestations about the Delph Consortium’s absorption by the Imperium that had put him on the list of convicts to be sent to Purgatory, but his violent actions in support of his belief that his people should withdraw from the fascist Imperium. For years he had preached secession, but his calls to action had fallen on deaf ears, for it was too easy for his fellow Delph, with their herd mentality, to just go along and not challenge the status quo. They were an important part of the Imperium economy and thus were not mistreated. They had no motive to revolt as Indri desired. Thus, he had turned to violence, and had been labeled a terrorist, and, in the eyes of the Delph, an outcast and a traitor. Thus, Indri Mindsinger, once a priest, knew how to handle guns and other objects of violence. 
 
    He was fairly skilled with Zam guns, though his reflexes were nowhere near as swift or accurate as Noomi Bloodgood’s. Still, he was quite confident and had no reason to believe he would not be victorious striking with surprise – the back of one of the Red Shift gang was to him.  
 
    He took aim and fired the H.E.L. gun, which made very little sound. It struck the pirate full on, causing him to stagger as if drunk. Another incandescent beam dropped him.  
 
    Moving forward, the Delphite priest disarmed his opponent, taking his beamer carbine; he had used one of these before, and knew its power. It would come in quite handy if they ever encountered similar circumstances in the future, which seemed inevitable, considering that the crew of the Vishnu were escaped convicts on the run. 
 
    Indri suddenly heard movement behind him. He whirled, ready to fire but holding back in case it was Noomi Bloodgood. An unfamiliar voice disabused him of this hope before he had a chance to see for himself, for it said, “Drop the guns or I’ll beam you.” 
 
    The Delph did as instructed, moving slowly. He then turned to find the pirate at the foot of the stairs – he had been on the upper deck. 
 
    “Now,” said the pirate, who was tall and seemed little more than pale skin stretched over long, thin bones, “what are we gonna do with you?” 
 
    The answer to that question was closer than the Red Shift cutthroat knew, for Noomi Bloodgood was watching the scene play out before her. Palming one of her Zam guns, she waited for an opportunity to use it. It sent a jolt through the nervous system, and she did not want an uncontrolled twitch to cause the pirate to fire his beamer, shooting Indri.  
 
    When her chance came – the intruder waved the end of his carbine carelessly to direct the Delph – she aimed and fired. The Tatar had worried for nothing: He dropped without firing his weapon. 
 
    Stepping out from behind the port power plant, Noomi laughed, “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “My thanks,” Indri said sincerely. 
 
    “How’d you let him get the drop on you?” 
 
    “He was behind me.” 
 
    “And you didn’t sense him? I thought your psi power would alert you to that sort of thing. It doesn’t seem very useful if it doesn’t,” remarked the Tatar. 
 
    “My full attention was focused on that fellow,” Indri replied gesturing to the other pirate, who was still unconscious. “Now help me get these two into a room we can lock them in.” 
 
    “We won’t need to lock mine up,” Noomi explained to her colleague as she moved to assist him. 
 
    After depositing the two pirates into one of the side corridors – Indri Mindsinger pointed out that giving the men access to either the machine shops or the electronic shop might allow them to escape – the pair went to the bow elevators. Redbeard had been with Tully aft, so the front of the Vishnu might be clear of pirates. It was more probable that those who meant to do them harm would be waiting at the aft elevators than the bow pair. 
 
    As they walked, Indri activated his comm badge. “Wormwood, Noomi and I have subdued four on deck 6. We are proceeding to deck 7.” 
 
    “Very good,” came the plant man’s thin, reedy voice. 
 
    As Indri and Noomi took an elevator downward, they heard Rastheln’iq’s voice over the intercom. He was addressing the pirate leader. “Your four men on deck 6 have been captured, Redbeard. You are trapped. Surrender or suffer the consequences.” 
 
    No response was forthcoming. As the elevator stopped, and Indri stepped out – his psychomancy sense had told him none were in the elevator foyer – he wondered what that meant. “No one behind us, either.” There was just a short corridor to an airlock at the bow. 
 
    “That only leaves one place they could be,” said Noomi.  
 
    Noomi and Indri followed the trail. This led to the starboard rooms, which included men-at-arms’ quarters and the brig, where Tully had been placed, and Redbeard had been there, too. The quarters had been ransacked by the crew of the Vishnu, their contents traded at Commerce. They were now virtually empty. 
 
    “Odd,” murmured the Delphite priest. “I don’t sense anyone but Tully.” 
 
    “Maybe they figured out a way to open the doors and took an elevator up?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Indri mouthed. Then, “Wormwood.” 
 
    “Yes,” came Rastheln’iq’ voice. 
 
    “Have the aft elevators moved since we used them?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure Redbeard and his gang are still here on deck 6.” 
 
    Indri and Noomi continued. When they opened the door to the brig, the vacuum of space sucked at them! 
 
    The Tatar – her magnetic boots off as she moved through the ship – threw herself across the opening, preventing both her and the Delph from being pulled into the next chamber, and thence out into space. Braced against Noomi, Indri got the door shut again. 
 
    “They must have breached the hull,” said Noomi. 
 
    “There is an airlock in there,” agreed Indri Mindsinger. 
 
    “Rattlesnake,” the Tatar girl said into her comm badge. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We think Redbeard and his gang went out the airlock – ” 
 
    The Viridian scientist cut her off: “Pal, command 21.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” replied Pal. 
 
    Noomi and Indri felt the Vishnu lurch as it jumped from real space through the otherworldly realm of faster-than-light travel. Only an instant passed before they returned to normal space, although a week had elapsed for the rest of the universe. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Noomi demanded as the Delphite priest pulled on his helmet. 
 
    “I am going to get Tully,” he said quietly as he opened the door again.  
 
    The Tatar quickly pulled her own helmet on, listening as Rastheln’iq explained his action: “If I were Redbeard and I escaped out into space, I would be heading back to my ship, from which I would destroy the Vishnu. As you know, we are almost defenseless. Our shields are not up to the task of protecting the ship from anything other than normal space debris, and I have not had time to fully examine the ancient missiles on board for effectiveness. I did not think now was the time to find out.” 
 
    “You did it again, Rattlesnake,” Noomi laughed, poking her head into the aft elevator foyer. The airlock had indeed been breached, both of its doors blasted open by a heavy beamer. These weapons were made for that sort of work, and it would be quite useful for a pirate. 
 
    Moving into the foyer and shutting the door behind her, the Tatar saw the storage locker where atmosphere suits were kept – near each airlock and assorted other places throughout the ship – was open, and several were missing. Redbeard and his men had indeed escaped as she’d guessed. Even if they were not returning to their own ship, as the Vir suggested, they would have been left a parsec away, posing no further threat to the Vishnu and its crew. 
 
    Presently, Indri and Tully – now wearing an atmosphere suit – came out of the brig. The Earthman had been beaten, but suffered from no permanent injuries, apparently. He moved slowly but was not limping. 
 
    “You don’t look much worse for the wear, skivver,” Noomi grinned at Tully. 
 
    “Har-de-har-har,” the human muttered as the trio stepped into the after elevator and took it up to meet Lannisport on the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Vishnu pulled into orbit above Commerce, Indri Mindsinger gave Lannisport the remainder of the money they’d promised him. The old man eyed it for a moment, and then said, “You owe me quite a bit more’n that, sonny.” 
 
    Puzzled, the Delph asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I get a share of the reward for the pirates.” 
 
    “Of course,” Indri said knowingly. Everyone had overlooked that particular aspect of their adventure. Everyone but Lannisport. “We can’t pay you until we get paid.” 
 
    “You’ve been straight shooters thus far,” said the old space dog. “That was some mighty fine maneuverin’ you did back there. You fought like real pros. 
 
    “All that’s left to do is turn over your security vid to the local law office and collect the reward.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Noomi. 
 
    “Those fellas may not be on file as pirates,” explained Lannisport. “The vid of them forcing their way onto your ship and taking it over will be sufficient evidence of piracy. Open and shut.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Tully.  
 
    Rastheln’iq spent the next few days installing the Overdrive 2 software after replacing the components he’d described. By the time this was complete, they had collected the reward, eight thousand stellars, as easy as Lannisport had predicted, and gotten their Overdrive 2 installed. Pal announced the work done by the mechanic to be satisfactory. Then they paid off Lannisport, who departed, and the Viridian scientist was able to make final adjustments to get the drive working. A jump proved that everything was working fine. The ride was as smooth any could hope for. It called for a celebration. 
 
    The quartet and Pal gathered in the mess hall, which was on deck 4, and was now quite a spacious dining room when seating four. The three escaped convicts were discussing what to do next.  
 
    “The Borderlands is an excellent place to hide,” Rastheln’iq stated. 
 
    “True,” agreed Indri Mindsinger, “but I am anxious to resume my campaign to free my people from the yoke of the Imperium.” 
 
    “Anxious to go to Purgatory, are you?” Noomi Bloodgood asked unkindly. “We’d be recognized at practically every spaceport in the Imperium. Here, we have some anonymity. I vote we stay for awhile.” 
 
    After a moment of reconsideration, the Delphite priest admitted, “Yes, you are right. I need time to plan and stock supplies and make contacts. You’ve convinced me that we should roam the Borderlands for a time.” 
 
    Presently, Tully appeared with four glasses filled with a bluish liquid. 
 
    Noomi’s nose scrunched up its odor. “What is this?” 
 
    “Something I made,” explained the human. “I bought parts for a still on Commerce. Try it.” 
 
    Sniffing it, Indri determined that it was alcohol, and declined, but the others partook. “What is a still?” 
 
    “It’s a machine that makes alcohol,” explained the Earthman. “I used to have one until my last captain confiscated it. Never had the chance to build one here on the Vishnu. Now it feels like home.” 
 
    “Can’t you just buy it like everyone else?” inquired Noomi. 
 
    Tully shook his head. “You guys may be really advanced in some ways but you screwed up making liquor. I’ll take this stuff any day over that swill they serve on Commerce.” 
 
    “I liked it,” the Tatar said. 
 
    While Tully gulped his down, Noomi sipped at it, coughing once. Beside her, Rastheln’iq buzzed slightly. She felt more than heard his slight vibration. She found this fascinating, not knowing a thing about plant physiology. She wondered if he was happy, or in pain. He gave no outward sign. 
 
    “Rattlesnake, you all right?” the Tatar demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the Viridian scientist. His voice sounded odd. It had a hum to it, a reflection of his own vibrating perhaps. His chest had become a resonating chamber. “What is this?”  
 
    “Moonshine,” explained Tully. 
 
    “What does moonlight have to do with this?” 
 
    “Not moonlight – moonshine. Because traditionally it’s made in the dark.” 
 
    “Is that why it tastes this way?” Noomi asked in all seriousness. Humans had many strange customs, she knew. 
 
    “Well, I like it,” Tully said, quoting the Tatar girl. He gulped down another shot. “Mud in your eye!” 
 
    “Why should we have mud in our eyes?” asked Indri in an innocent tone. 
 
    “Aw, you guys are hopeless,” muttered Tully as he poured another round for everyone. 
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