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CHAPTER ONE 

 

A lizard-green laser beam hit Matt’s right shoulder and splintered into thousands of low-power sparkles as his combat suit’s sapphire crystal coating broke the beam into hundreds of pale green flares that filled a lonely corridor of Hagonar Station.

Attack! screamed Suit’s onboard Combat Information System as it flooded his mind and nerves with multiple datastreams. 

One stream illuminated his attacker, a six-legged crab-like alien with natural chitin armor that it may have assumed would be protection enough against a two-legged humanoid who wandered the back corridors of the space station and wore only an armored lifesuit. The attacker had pretended to be a silvery-grey outcrop of the corridor, betting on the faint orange light to shield it from early detection by Suit’s sensors. A bad bet.

Blinking his right eye twice, Matt approved Suit’s plan to hit the alien’s exoskeleton with six titanium penetrator darts, each dart carrying a biogel able to quickly kill any carbon-based lifeform. A squirt of the biogel was enough, but Suit believed in “Kill Thrice, Regret Never” —so a third counterstrike followed.

“Surrender and—” the crab-like alien’s Comdisk began to say.

Then it staggered as the penetrator darts hit its chitin shell-body, shuddered from the biogel neurotoxin, then it screeched in pain as Suit flashed ultrasonic beams against its shell, causing internal organs to liquefy as the resonance frequency for its flesh was reached and maintained by Suit’s feedback system.

In three seconds a lifeless chitin shell rocked slowly on the corridor’s metal floor, its laser rifle long ago dropped, the six manipulator limbs unmoved by death throes. Death throes require nerves able to transmit bioelectric signals and muscle fibers able to contract. His attacker’s body possessed neither, thanks to Suit’s triple-kill counterattack.

Matt turned away from the low-caste genome harvester, heading inward to the dive bar where he was to meet a possible Patron, someone who sought to employ his combat capabilities.

His humanoid form, a rarity in the Anarchate galactic culture, made some aliens underestimate his capabilities. The crab-like alien had been the third effort by one of Hagonar’s freelance genome harvesters to collect Matt’s genetic code for sale to the highest bidder. A bidder who would then make copies of Matt, copies programmed to follow any order given by the bidder.

In a galaxy ruled by the Anarchate, everything was for sale, from infants and children, to the genomes of defenseless species, even whole star systems were bought and sold. The fact that Matt sought to right the wrongs of a society millions of years old by serving as a Vigilante for hire did nothing to change the system. Still he had a promise to keep, a promise made to a dead love, the last person he had cared for … .

An hour later he still sat in the bar Wiggles, wondering why the humanoid form so interested the exotic critters who filled the alien version of a booze-drug bar. It distracted him from thinking about her, Helen, the woman who had loved him, and whom he had loved. Until she died, leaving him to find a life purpose without her.

He sighed, his breath filling the armored helmet of his Mitsubishi-Toshiba Cyborg Combat Suit.

Work. That’s what he needed. That’s why he sat in a third-rate dive like Wiggles, stuck away in a corner of a backwater space station, waiting for his appointment with a possible Patron … and she was late.

For a Vigilante like himself, hanging around one place too long isn’t smart. As the corridor episode showed, you can get killed by staying in place. The code of a Vigilante is simple: track ‘em, strike ‘em, and be elsewhere when the Anarchate Battleglobes show up.

Matt squinted into the clinging shadows of Wiggles, searching for the woman who’d answered his Job Board listing. 

The listing had been brief enough: Vigilante for Hire; Have Starship, Will Travel. He smiled, recalling the ancient vidpic from which he’d stolen the words. He’d always liked the vidpic character Paladin. Their features were similar, though he was Amerindian/French by birth whereas Paladin had a strong Hispanic heritage. But the man had lived in a simpler time. A time when little Earth had thought itself the center of the universe.

Once again he wished humans weren’t spread so thinly across a galaxy infested by thousands of alien species, with no justice, no law, and a soul-destroying culture called the Anarchate. Why did he live when whole species sometimes died in the far reaches of space? What could he do, a lone human, against a cultural system already ancient when homo habilis walked the African savannah? But wishing doesn’t change reality—such as the fact that Earth had been ‘found’ by alien genome harvesters in A.D. 2040, and had never been the same since. Nor had he, since Helen’s death. Matt yearned for her touch, her kiss, her warm embrace, the smell of her hair, the feel of … . 

He pushed away the memory pain. But once again, he felt exposed. Vulnerable. Weak. 

That was not how he felt when linked to his alter ego, the self-aware Dreadnought-class starship Mata Hari. Thanks to her rescue of him as he drifted among the stars in a lifepod, the two had become one entity. Matt had learned what it was like to think at computer speed, to sense scores of inputs simultaneously and to “wear” the starship like a suit of clothes, with each movement of his directing some function of Mata Hari. 

With a slow blink of his left eye Matt raised his faceplate. The odors of Wiggles entered. He wrinkled his nose.

It stank. The air reeked of alien pheromones, rancid garbage, metal-scouring cleansers, disinfectants, and the acrid fumes from seven types of tobacco-analogues. Taste next hit him. The metallic bitterness of recycled air coated his tongue, telling him the dive’s titanium recycling filters hadn’t been cleaned in a long time. Next came sound. Screeching, squalling, heterodyning sounds filled Wiggles, as might be expected at a disreputable bar/restaurant/pleasure dive in the CHON section of Hagonar. Matt winced, wishing he could shut his ears as easily as his mouth. 

Where the hell was that Patron? 

Sighing, he looked around. 

His neighbors were supposedly other lifeforms constructed of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen and nitrogen, who radiated at a moderate temperature and breathed oxygen. However, he counted four canister tanks encrusted with milky-white ice—it seemed the methane breathers were slumming tonight. But even stranger beings toured Wiggles. Not far beyond his alcove there glimmered the iridescent blue crystals of a barium titanate alien; its piezoelectric crystals fluxed and changed visibly, engaging in thought. In the middle distance, shapes moved about the circular, amphitheater-like room, its domed ceiling festooned with parallel bars for the avian and forest-evolved types. 

Distantly, among the shadows of the room’s far side, there moved a humanoid form, one vaguely suggestive of a woman. His Patron? Maybe. Maybe not. 

The humanoid form that resembled a woman spotted him and moved toward his alcove, still twenty meters away. Ummm. Not a hallucination. 

Time to go to work.

Matt blinked to lower the faceplate, switched to Eyes-Up mode, and activated the virtual-reality display. Wiggles took form inside his helmet, the orange-lit room relegated to the faceplate’s right quadrant. He studied the circular room’s layout, the placement of lifeforms, energy sources, and motion vectors—all in three dimensions that rotated within a miniature graphics display. A great thing, the display. It could place his point-of-view at the ceiling, at either entrance to Wiggles, or in his own alcove. He switched focus to the faceplate’s left side as new data shimmered into being. A downlink from the feminine AI that was Mata Hari glowed like a red cloud. Within that cloud floated Hagonar Station, nearby ships, their classifications and weaponry ratings, unpowered asteroidal debris, gamma and beta radiation levels, solar wind fluxes from Theta Aurigae’s two stars, and a thousand other details. Too many details. But the flood had just begun. 

Matt went to gestalt focus, simultaneously seeing the faceplate images and the inner surfaces of his contact lenses. On those lenses flickered readouts from the twelve weapons systems of Suit. All showed green-light Ready status. Then, filled with an unnamable ecstasy, existing both within and outside Suit, he surrendered his will and underwent Systems Checkout by Suit’s CPU.

Hundred megawatt laser pulse-cannons stirred to life on either shoulder, tracking around the room, seeking Lock-On. A thump-crump sounded from each bicep as ten rounds of High Explosive Discarding Sabot shells cycled into miniature rocket-guns; they made each bicep look like a bagpipes factory. On his chest, the pulse-Doppler radar whined on. Millimeter-wavelength pulses ranged out over the room, probing the inner composition of those lifeforms not wearing a stealth or radar-reflective body covering. Hard against his spine, the rocket launcher backpack grumbled down to Standby, told by Suit’s CPU the range was too close for a kiloton atomic. But on either hip, and snugged up against his belly, backup magnetohydrodynamic power units pulsed to life.

 We are ready! The MHDs screamed, sounding like little electron bees. They stood ready to feed surge-power to the shoulder lasers, to his fingertip lasers and to Suit’s tractor and pressor beam emitters. Other weapons systems flashed by, also powered on. Ultrasonic vibers. Fire-and-Forget Nanoshell launchers. Nerve gas dispensers. “Now? Can we go now?” 

God, they were so eager. Almost humanly eager. Then the ecstasy he called ocean-time eased off. Checkout done, Suit delivered a new display to his central faceplate, devoted solely to the approaching female humanoid. 

Fifteen meters away, Suit told him via his inbuilt PET sensors.

Matt focused on that central image. 

Microwave sensors displayed clearly her skeletal structure. A subsidiary readout confirmed it as calcium-based, but with a titanium upgrade for strength. Infrared bio-sensors showed a body temp ten degrees above human-normal. Pulse-Doppler revealed a double-heart that beat steadily; that was a bioupgrade for a High Threat environment. Gas spectrometers documented the exact amount of carbon dioxide she exhaled. The heatmap glowed with thermal concentrations—at her head, both breasts, each heart, her hands, the groin, and her feet. Mech sensors showed she carried only a laser handgun, riding in a holster on her right hip. A machete rode on her left hip. Her black environment suit showed up as a vacuum-resistant monomolecular film, its oxygen reservoirs presumably strapped onto the woman’s back, buttocks or rear legs—and thus out of direct line-of-sight.

Ten meters.

A black-suited woman moved toward him, her long black hair fluttering slowly in the six-tenths gee gravity of Wiggles. Her arms swung casually at her side. Her eyes—her needful jade green eyes fixed on him.

Eight meters.

A serious look filled her pale white face. Her head canted forward a bit, implying determination. An almost human woman approached.

Six meters.

Was she really human? Or … was she an alien-constructed clone put together from stolen or bartered human cells, mind-programmed, emotionally neutered, and devoted solely to the Master who would periodically reward her brain’s pleasure center with impulses from a trickle current? Or punish her with sadistic lashes from a neurowhip?

Perhaps she was the cyborg vessel for a self-aware, silicon-germanium supercomputer from a far star system, who figured it needed an organic form while slumming among organics?

Or perhaps she was just a mindless biological Remote filled with plague spores, built according to a convenient bipedal form, and programmed to seek out and infect carbon-based lifeforms similar to the original genome pattern?

Such things existed in the Anarchate. The options for Hunter-Killer weapons systems are not limited to the electronic, photonic and inorganic.

Four meters.

She slowed, blinking long black eyelashes. She spoke. “Are you Matt Dragoneaux, Human, Work Sigil—Vigilante?”

His comdisk translated a weird language full of polytonal phonemes. Ancient Greek.

Three meters. 

“Stop!” he said, using Suit’s external speaker.

She stopped, swaying slightly in the weak gee-field of Wiggles. Bare hands stayed at her side. His displays keened with Threat Readiness signals. Suit hungered to attack her!

Matt blinked a code sequence. Suit Locked-On a single laser pulse-cannon, centering it between her eyes. They were deliciously green—as nearly as he could see in flickering orange light of the dive. Her hair glimmered with an ebony black luster. And her skin shone alabaster white—where it showed outside her vacsuit. 

An albino! Or, a partial one since her hair and eyes were naturally colored. “You’re late. Identify yourself.”

She looked irritated. His faceplate display tracked an increase in double-heart pulse rates. Carbon dioxide exhalations increased slightly. Muscle tension changed a bit. Cheek muscles tightened. Minor facial tics showed on her right jaw. Under the vacsuit, full breasts rose and fell regularly, not yet showing the rapid breathing of worry-threat-danger.

“I am Eliana Antigone Themistocles, Derindl/Human genetic mix, Sigma Puppis star system, planet Halcyon—a Third Wave colony. My Work Sigil is Molecular Geneticist.” She frowned. “And I am not late!”

Ahhh—a Derindl/Human crossbreed! That explained the albino skin that happened when species crossbred. But what was her purpose? And would she, like everyone else he’d met, lie to him? “Turn around.”

She looked confused, then exasperated, finally resigned. “If you insist.” She turned, presenting her back to him.

Each shoulder blade was covered by a cylindrical lump. Lower down, and just above the trim buttocks, lay a coiled bulge. Was it the vestigial tail of the Derindl arboreal dwellers? Either that, or a clever imitation to fit a totally false story. Matt double-blinked and took a Threat assessment of her back. His faceplate’s Eyes-Up display changed. The right quadrant showed only small, pressurized oxygen canisters riding over her shoulder blades, a heat signature denoting both hearts and the groin, and no weapons other than the laser handgun and machete. Curious. She was remarkably under-weaponed for a place like Hagonar Station. Did she have capabilities unknown to him? Or was she an innocent abroad, unaware of the dangers at Hagonar? And the risk she’d exposed him to by being late … .

“Face me, please.”

Storm clouds gathered in her eyes as she finished pirouetting. “I, I—”

“Do not touch your weapons, Themistocles-person.”

“What!” Her mouth gaped. A vein on her forehead pulsed angrily. “You, you—”

“Yes?”

“You clone!” Anger made her beautiful—far too beautiful. “How dare you speak to me as I were only a cipher!”

Matt’s bicep rocket-guns locked onto her midbody, activated by her Threat tones. Both shoulder pulse-cannons now aimed between her eyes, their pinhead sighting lasers putting green dots between black eyebrows. Damn. That’s the trouble with staying in neurolink with one’s weapons systems—integration with them becomes second nature, like breathing, sleeping, eating … and fighting.

She was definitely a naif. Naive to a fault. Certainly not stupid considering her molecular geneticist training. But how trustworthy?

Matt sighed. “Lower your voice, please. My Suit systems detect Threat.”

Her jaw muscles jumped again. Eliana Themistocles eyed the bicep rocket-guns and shoulder cannons bristling from Suit like needles on a cactus. If she even remembered what a cactus was. Had been, once—long ago. Before the deserts were flooded to grow rice for too many people.

 “Can you converse?” she asked, attempting sarcasm. “Or do you only sit on that bench like an overweight Bal-lizard, too brainless to do more than posture Threat at anything that comes within your sensory zone?”

“I talk.” Her tone declared her a small frog from a smaller pond who thought herself important. In the Anarchate, of all places. Maybe she was just provincial and parochial. Matt inner-focused on Suit. All readouts confirmed Themistocles as a Derindl/Human crossbreed: sex, female; age, about 30 Sol-years; and with no sign of malnutrition or iron-deficiency diseases. Food must be plentiful on her planet. “Your purpose?”

Eliana started forward. “I am—”

“Stop!”

Matt overrode Suit’s Fire-command to a bicep shell as she reached two meters range, just beyond the alcove’s flat metal table. Eliana Themistocles’ white face tightened over high, aristocratic cheekbones. She seemed frightened now, staring morbidly at Suit as its external systems flashed brightly. Like a deadly peacock.

“Keep your distance,” Matt said through the helmet’s external speaker. He controlled the sound level—no need to vibe her bones. “State your purpose.”

Shivering, the Patron focused those needful green eyes on him. “Hey—we had an appointment, didn’t we?” He said nothing, just watched; her air of authority wilted a bit. “I—my Clan family that is—we’re looking for a Vigilante. You were listed on the Job Board. So I messaged you.”

“Your problem?”

Eliana scowled. “An off-world Trade conglomerate is breaking the terms of a mining agreement that we and our Derindl Nest-mates signed with them.” She paused, then licked her lips. “May I sit?”

“No.” Around them, other aliens were taking notice of two humanoids in the same room—an unusual circumstance considering the rarity of the bipedal lifeform. Matt did not enjoy being the focus of someone else’s attention. Nor staying in one place so long. But a Job … . He extruded a gauntlet knife-claw and touched a pressure stud on the table, then looked back to Eliana.

“Come inside the Privacy Curtain field, but stay at least two meters away from me.”

“What?” Eliana looked puzzled, then irritated as the Curtain turned opaque in front of her. The Curtain had become a one-way transmitter of photons, allowing Matt to see her but blocking the vision of the alien critters that filled Wiggles. She shrugged, then stepped through the Curtain’s electromagnetic field and halted on the other side of the table, standing still with both arms at her side, at 1.8 meters distance. Sweat lined the inside of her palms. Suit’s Threat systems keened loudly, unhappy with such a close approach. He slapped his chest control panel, hitting the correct pressure stud the first time—as always.

“Shut up!”

Eliana’s expression stiffened. “Are you speaking to me?”

“No!” The keening died away as Matt reset the size of Suit’s Threat zone. “Just this damned Suit! It doesn’t like closeness—too threatening.”

Still standing, Eliana smiled thinly. “And you? Do you dislike closeness with other sapients? Is that why you’re outfitted like a miniature battleship?”

Matt braced his gauntleted hands against the tabletop, as if he could push away the memories. Did he fear closeness? After Helen? Hey—he could be close! What other human could claim the unique meeting of the minds shared between him and the self-aware entity that was starship Mata Hari ? A symbiosis they were, quite rare in the records of space-faring peoples. But sometimes, very rarely, an organic could bond with an inorganic and know a life too strange for words. The two of them roamed a galaxy where for most the only purpose was survival. But when he, Mata Hari the AI, and the starship Mata Hari became one electro-optical entity, became <he>:<she>:<ship>, they did more than just survive—they sought to bring Justice to those in need. He looked up.

“None of your business, Eliana Antigone Themistocles.” From her eyes, pity came. Then she stared at him with a different look, using those little girl eyes on him. Eyes that touched him, made him feel …  made him wish … . “Explain your Purpose further.”

Eliana blinked, abandoning deeper thoughts. “As I said, we seek a Vigilante. The Trade group has employed a strip-miner the size of this station to rip out our minerals without regard to the local environment—all contrary to the contract terms. When our people approach, they are killed. We have few ships. And the MotherShip of the Trade conglomerate refuses entrance to our envoys. Our only alternative is destruction of the MotherShip or the Stripper.”

“The group’s name?”

She looked rueful, ivory teeth biting her lower lip. “The Halicene Conglomerate.”

Shit! Matt cared little who he fought, and only a little more who he helped. A Job was a job. He and Mata-Hari seemed well-suited to fighting hopeless causes, righting wrongs, helping the weak, and in general getting in the way of evolutionary survival. Kill or be killed. Be smart or be dead. Be alert or be enslaved—so he had learned while roaming the Anarchate. The rules of natural selection worked at the galactic level too, in addition to planetary ecosystems. But it gave him some purpose, fighting lost causes. However, fighting the Halicene Conglomerate wasn’t a cause, it was stupid. Just plain stupid. 

“The Halicene Conglomerate controls half of Orion Arm. How could you people have been so stupid as to hire them?”

“Bastard!” Eliana trembled with fury. “No one else would give us credit! We needed full spectrum neonatal placental units to serve as wombs for our crossbreed zygotes—so we could bring them to full-term.” Tears flickered in her jade green eyes. “The survival of the colony was at stake.”

Matt closed his own eyes, feeling very weary, yet secure in the knowledge Suit would alert him to any Threat. What to do? He needed a Patron. But not a credit-poor Patron. And not one so incredibly shortsighted. He needed a Cause, but not one equivalent to walking into a plasma torch. However, he was tired of hanging around Hagonar Station, a distinctive target for any genome harvester willing to take a chance on harvesting his DNA for sale to the highest bidder. Like the overconfident crab alien. Still … . Matt opened his eyes.

“Eliana, I wish I could help you but—”

“Threat!” screamed Suit as subsonic klaxons and pulsing red lights filled his Eyes-Up display. 

Beyond his faceplate, movement occurred under the dim orange light of Wiggles.

Against the far wall of the dive moved something like a giant praying mantis insect, but loaded down with body armor, a tubular weapon, and a glass-globe helmet set atop a toothy head that sported too many eyes. This something had just lumbered upright. Its own pulse-Doppler radar now ranged his alcove, penetrating the Privacy Curtain like tissue-paper. A laser rangefinder sought entry past the Curtain, defeated only because of the Curtain’s opacity setting. Options scrolled over Matt’s faceplate.

Eliana leaned forward, her look anxious. “Dragoneaux, will you—”

“Drop!”

She dropped under the table.

In sync and on-line with a super-strong combat suit that feels like your own body is wonderful. It’s ecstatic. And so very dangerous to one’s opponents.

Matt stood up so quickly his armor bent the table’s edge. Nullgrav plates in his boots shot him up towards the ceiling. Both shoulder pulse-cannons whirred On Target. The lightspeed link with Suit that he called ocean-time flooded his senses. He thought fast. Faster than humanly possible. Picoseconds blurred past. Nanoseconds zipped along. Milliseconds ticked by, slowly.

Forty milliseconds passed in the outside world, Suit informed him.

Mr. Threat reared backwards, squalling something, a midbody chitin-arm lifting a weapon tube towards Matt.

Two hundred milliseconds stomped along.

He PET thought-imaged rapidly in a coded series. 

Six hundred milliseconds lumbered by.

Green light flared as one of Matt’s laser pulse-cannons pierced the alien’s combat armor and sliced through Mr. Threat’s head and midbody thorax, unleashing a dark ichor. The other cannon beam sliced off the weapon-arm.

Nine hundred milliseconds neared a second.

“KABLAMMM!” Three HEDS rocket shells stitched the lower carapace of Mr. Threat.

One second happened.

A pressor beam flared out from the top of Matt’s helmet, pushing the alien against the dive’s back wall.

One and a quarter seconds moved slowly.

Matt stopped rising and hovered just below the ceiling. 

A helmet tractor beam tore at Mr. Threat’s extremities, pulling off legs and multi-arms the way a school kid might dissect a fly.

Two seconds had passed since Matt entered ocean-time.

A volley of Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells raced across the room, already programmed for the infrared signature of Mr. Threat, each shell able to twist and turn in flight as miniature vernier jets steered them after every dying twitch and jerk. They were relentless. They were deadly. And they usually got their prey before their high-acceleration fuel sputtered out.

Three seconds moved slowly by.

Light. Sound. Smell. Confusion.

They all filled Wiggles’ gloomy shadows as other aliens dove under furniture, exited rapidly, put their own combat exoskeletons on Alert, or simply watched from beside the stone bar.

Suit lowered him back down to his private alcove as Mr. Threat’s chitin-skin erupted with miniature borers, carried by the Nanoshells, borers that systematically penetrated its body like drill bits through wood. Biogel poisons specific to carbon-based lifeforms also poured out, overloading a dying multiple-heart system. Electronic white noise overwhelmed Mr. Threat’s own combat exoskeleton programming—using miniature emitters carried by the Nanoshells—thus diverting any attempt by its Tactical programming to carry out preprogrammed offensive actions despite the death of its organic host. 

Finally, with a flare of actinic red light, the organic shell of Mr. Threat imploded in on itself as the nanoware energy-seekers made contact with the alien suit’s power sources and overloaded them, burning up hardware systems and their organic host at the same time. Just as his boots touched the alcove floor, Suit’s onboard CPU displayed the factory-type and model of Mr. Threat’s combat exoskeleton. Halicene Conglomerate, Thix-model, Level Three Enforcer. Damn! He shivered as he thought-blinked and left ocean-time, resuming the slow thought-talk-movement speed normal to most people. He slowed in order to communicate with his new Patron.

Matt ripped the table aside, looking down at a very frightened Eliana. “We’re safe—for the moment.” She stood up shakily, then looked out into the bar at the piles of red-gleaming debris that had once been a living being. “Did anyone from Halcyon or Sigma Puppis know you were coming here?”

Eliana looked at him as if he were brain-dead. “Of course! Half the colony knew we needed a Vigilante.”

“Great. Just great.” Matt looked around Wiggles; the divemaster was already replacing broken glassware as a cleanbot sucked in the remains of his recent antagonist. Still, the air felt heavy, oppressive. He’d been here, in one place, far too long. Long enough, at least, for Mr. Threat to track him down. Or to follow Eliana to him. It was definitely time to get back on board Mata Hari. He turned to her.

Eliana Themistocles seemed to be who and what she stated. Her problem was only too familiar to him. The plight of her world was critical—unconstrained strip mining of even part of the planet’s crust would poison its rivers and lakes with heavy metals for centuries, perhaps critically unbalancing its ecosystem and throwing the whole lifeweb into ecoshock. Either Halicene Conglomerate had to leave, or the colony must leave. The two could not coexist. At last, a real Job. He sighed. Maybe he had genes for stupidity—or lost causes.

“Patron, that was an Enforcer for Halicene Conglomerate. Do your people worry them enough to send an assassin after you?”

Eliana’s pale face froze. She stammered. “Uh, uh, yes—maybe, I don’t know!” Frustration creased her young woman’s face, still unlined by scars, dead hopes and lost loves. “But on the passenger freighter I took to get here, I used standard Screening techniques.”

“What line?”

“Agonon-Thet.”

Matt considered. That was not a starline owned by Halicene Conglomerate, so far as he knew. Black intelligence was expensive, especially when it came to knowledge of the regional heavies. But Suit had its own expert intelligence systems able to sift and sort through a thousand rumors, and Mata Hari ’s databanks could never be filled. What else they contained he had no idea since the ship refused to say why she had been built by the ancient T’Chak aliens, and limited his access to some parts of the ship. But Mata Hari had never failed to answer his combat questions. Perhaps only the freighter’s ship captain had been bought—not the entire starline. He eyed Eliana.

“What payment do you offer?”

Her face brightened. “You’ll help us?”

“Mistress, you seek Justice, which the Anarchate has no interest in. To obtain Justice, Patrons hire a Vigilante. Like me. But I work for pay—my talents are not free. Your assets?”

She frowned. “What barter currency do you accept?”

Time. Too much time spent in one place. “I refuse payment in clones, brainpacs, drugs, plague viruses, and psychosis-inducing software. I accept unique gems, deuterium hydroxide fuel, germanium integrated circuits, molecular memory crystals, expert system algorithms, designer proteins, polytonal music, gold, rare earths, and handmade art objects. Quickly!”

Eliana smiled softly. “An ethical Vigilante. How interesting.” She sobered. “We can offer raw germanium, molecular memory crystals, unique biologicals based on alkaloid anti-virals, designer proteins and direct genetic manipulation waldo machinery. Satisfactory?”

From the far side of Wiggles the divemaster watched Matt’s private alcove a bit too intently—as best he could tell from the slant of the alien’s podeyes. Matt blinked once, alerting Mata Hari that he was returning, and with a guest.

“That is satisfactory, Patron Themistocles,” he said sourly. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here. Two bipeds together always draws a crowd.”

“Which way?” she said, looking around confusedly, appearing disoriented by the combat.

“Out! Out of here,” he said, waving for her to lead the way. “Move it.”

Eliana scowled, her look a promise that she would surely unload on him her opinion of such abrupt behavior, and far sooner than he wished. But she turned and headed out the main entrance of Wiggles. Matt stumped out after her, entering a main arterial hallway, with Suit on full Alert status. No one bothered them as they headed for Dock Seven and starship Mata Hari. 

Watching Eliana’s buttocks move underneath the fabric of her vacsuit reminded him how long it had been since he’d made love to a woman. Virtual reality graphics, memories of Helen, and a few faded holo pictures were not enough. Not nearly enough. He needed more. But without the closeness. Too much closeness hurt. Too much caring hurt. So fate had taught him.

He had a Job to do. Only a job. Then he would move on.

But Matt could not escape a niggling question, something provoked by Eliana’s earlier closeness comment. 

Did Suit just protect him—or did it really do more? Did it … did it offer him a convenient shield against his emotions, his loss, and his need for someone to care for him? Could Eliana be that someone?

Never! 

She was just a human-alien hybrid, and an albino at that. Whilst he was a human-cyborg symbiont. They had nothing in common. Nothing at all.

Matt Dragoneaux stumped along the hallway at one with Suit, a cyborg once more alone … except for a whispering voice in the back of his mind, a voice that said— “Even a Vigilante can find love.”

Maybe. 

But first they had to survive.


CHAPTER TWO 

 

On the Bridge of Mata Hari, still docked to Hagonar Station, Matt the Pure Breed human sat in the Interlock Pit of an alien starship like an olive in a martini glass, naked as the day he’d been born. He was naked because that was how Mata Hari the self-aware computer mind and starship talked to him. And how he talked back. Matt’s bare skin soaked in thousands of lightbeam inputs that talked to his skin, inputs that came from the control devices that lined the cone-shaped Interlock Pit. Light moved so much faster than electrons-down-a-wire, and the beams caressed every inch of his body. Touching here. Touching there. Whispering. Cajoling. Making direct contact with electrochemical receptors, firing down nerve fiber pathways, filling him with, with … .

Ecstasy could not begin to match it.

He’d called it ocean-time the first time he’d gone on-line with the feminine Mata Hari mind persona that was also a self-aware starship. That persona presented Matt with the mind-image of a Victorian-dressed, amber-skinned young woman with long black hair piled atop her head. And the AI had no special phrase for what she and Matt did—lightspeed linking was simply how she thought, lived, felt and ran the mech-tech construct called a starship. In-link with Mata Hari was more than the out loud talking used by Standard organics. It felt like a continuous electrocution, but one which did not burn him out. Together they were the symbiosis <he>:<she>:<ship>, a group entity that could think, move and act faster than any organic lifeform.

He’d tried explaining it to Eliana, when first she’d seen him enter the Bridge, exit from Suit, and step down naked into the Pit, where he sat in a form-molded glass chair that allowed lightbeams easy access to his skin. Matt rested at the bottom of a metal-lined cone, a cone filled with flashing lightbeams that did not hurt … usually. The cone breathed with him, hurt with him, talked to him, and listened as he talked back—with a shrug, with a blink, with a change in PET-sensed alpha brain rhythms. Even a twitch of fingers, groin, or feet would do. He controlled the levels of adrenaline, signaling with his body, a puppet on lightbeam strings who talked back to the puppetmaster.

She’d never seen the like.

Nor had she approved.

Matt dismissed vain wishes and inspected his home. Tier upon tier of devices lined the cone walls, each linked to him by coherent lightbeams. There were microminiaturized sensors, analyzers, Command/Control/Communication modules, flat-screen displays, holo-projectors, neurolink jack-in ports, optical fiber cable bundles, and “things” … things of amorphous shape and grey gleaming surfaces that he knew nothing about. Just that they were part of the ship’s control apparatus as designed by the long-extinct T’Chak aliens, the makers of Mata Hari. So the ship had told him—with her fine, feminine sense of irony. 

Sitting in the glass chair, he rested hands on transparent input pads, snugged feet against similar pads, and felt his body restrained by the inertial motion fields. The fields kept him safe during vector changes. Wouldn’t do to have him bouncing off expensive alien hardware. Matt smothered a chuckle and focused on his Patron, who now sat to his rear.

She was a highly educated, high born young woman who’d journeyed out-system to find a savior for her people. That took bravery, and perhaps wisdom. Was her brisk manner just a cover for her first trip outside her home star system? Or a defensive shield against being hurt? Or perhaps a persona she adopted because of the patriarchal control of her society by the Greek males who ran the colony’s Trade companies? Should he make allowances for a woman nearly as exotic to others as he must be to her?

Perhaps he should. 

But would Eliana do the same for him? For instance, did she mind his nudity? With perfect climate control on most human starships, shipboard nudity was common. However, he sat nude because Mata Hari said human skin was his most extensive sense organ—with an average surface area of twenty-three square feet—and she wanted the maximum contact area for optical lightbeam neurolinking. 

Optical neurolinking. It meant that Matt felt the ship as if it were a suit of clothes. And the ship felt him as if he were … what?

As a human-cyborg hybrid, he was used to vid-images displayed against his contact lenses. Used to his body’s autonomic linkage with onboard nanoware CPUs. He’d even gotten used to the knowledge-augmentation databyte nanocubes that rested in his brain’s neocortex—they gave him See-Identify education in strange phenomena. But this optical neurolinking was different. Even after seven years, he was still adjusting to it.

As for Eliana, sitting nearby in a cocooning accel-couch … .

Matt tried to forget the look of repulsion on her face when he’d first entered the Pit, putting it down to a provincial upbringing on a Third Wave colony. These days everyone talked to computers, many of them self-aware entities. They were part of the warp and weave of all human existence, whether planet-bound or starship-carried. What was the big deal? So he had a few built-ins not listed on your local Market Board? So what if it looked like he got it on with his starship, taking direct neuronal pleasure feeds? He didn’t … usually. But prejudice always flies faster than the facts. Or just strange realities.

The back of his neck twinged. Mata Hari was reminding him it was time to get under way and leave Hagonar. With a sigh, Matt reached back, grabbed the multi-pin coax cable, and plugged it into the receptor implanted in the back of his neck. At cervical vertebrae one level. 

Ship could have plugged in using a servo. But for him to take the cable and plug in, using his own muscle power … well, symbolism wasn’t limited to organic lifeforms.

Matt focused, accepting electronic and lightspeed photonic input.

The dam burst as once more he entered ocean-time. Oceans filled him, oceans of machine-fed data filled his mind’s-eye.

The silvery tube of the ship’s flexhull shivered in space, its shapechanging ability a thing unknown to human or Anarchate shipbuilders. His back itched as directed energy weapon domes popped out onto the hull. His biceps fed power to the ship’s two antimatter cannons, which lay alongside the main hull like pontoons on an outrigger sailboat. He clenched tight his jaw muscles, bringing on-line the deuterium-lithium six fusion drive for system departure. Ears listened to tachyonic comlinks, synthetic aperture and phased array radars. His eyes “saw” infrared, ultraviolet, gamma ray, and radioactives, painting for him a non-human picture of Riemannian space. Matt sniffed. Nose smelled through subtle sensors, devices that could detect biological spores drifting through space upon ancient stellar winds. Inside his chest, his heart beat. Oh, how it beat! It beat in sync with the Alcubierre Drive that could move him and Mata Hari from one star to another in days, once they moved away from the local system’s planets. 

Matt’s hands trembled against their pads. Airlocks, servos, and backup fusion power plants scattered all over Mata Hari cycled on-line. As for his fingers … each fingertip linked one-to-one with the ten major weapons systems of Mata Hari. He controlled the life or death of a planet with barely a touch. As for feet … they usually get you from one place to another. Not his. They felt the artificial gravity loads throughout the thousand and one rooms of a two kilometer-long starship. And last, but not least, was his groin. He grinned, guessing what Eliana might think. In truth, his groin analogued to the ship’s autonomic defense systems, the systems controlling overload power, the systems that in the end would mean the difference between survival and death. 

And directing the cone instrumentalities were his eyelids—when he blinked. Blink-control keyed in the electro-optical sensors, as with his suit’s Eyes-Up display. But eyelids worked at a slow macro level, when milliseconds didn’t matter. On a finer-scale, his brain wave patterns ordered everything—through PET. Mata Hari used a positron emission tomography unit, with subcutaneous SQUIDs embedded in his scalp, to let him communicate directly with Mata Hari ’s own gallium-arsenide, chip-based mind. Matt’s mind-images moved only at the speed of electrochemical stimulation of nerve fibers—at least until they got past the coax connector. Then the cable’s optical fibers offered true lightspeed communion with something unknown to most humans. Yet feared by many, like Eliana. 

Instinct allied to emotion allied to analytical thought. Matt was a true cyborg … and it was time to go to work.

“Ready for ignition?” he queried mentally, a secondary thought switching on the forward holosphere for Eliana’s benefit.

“Ready for system departure,” Mata Hari said, using again her warm, feminine voice. 

“Depart,” he vocalized, clenching his jaw. Two kilometers from the Bridge, deut-li fusion thrusters backed them away from Hagonar Station. Why had she spoken to him? Mata Hari could easily feed ship status directly to his mind over the PET relay. Why were some AIs as emotional as organics?

“Understood,” Mata Hari said loudly. “Do you wish traffic clearance and summary?”

“Affirmed,” he said firmly. He could play this game. Whatever it was. “Report on local traffic.”

“Reporting. Of the dozen nearby starships, all but two remain docked at Hagonar Station,” Mata Hari said, her voice a windchime that caressed like a breeze. “Four new starships are approaching across system, from the direction of the B9 main sequence star. Distance—about 140 AU. Nearby, two ships share our outsystem vector. One of them is an Agonon-Thet starliner. The other is a freighter sponsored by Mu Pegasi that is approaching us from the rear.”

“I see it.” The NavTactical icons flashed in the holosphere, a purple, red and green tracery of vectors, dots and shapes representing ships and gravity fields, all washed by blue waves. The waves represented the shifting electromagnetic and gravitomagnetic fields of a double-star system, where seven planets orbited the nearby G0 yellow star. He also saw Eliana, though she sat to his rear—thanks to an Interlock Pit filled with display screens that showed every part of the Spine hallway and the rooms lying along it. He saw everything … except for the Restricted Rooms in Mata Hari ’s deep interior, he thought sourly, rooms that were barred to him. Those parts were “hostile to organic lifeforms”—or so Mata Hari stubbornly insisted. Were they really? Every time he’d asked, she’d dodged the question, her tone sounding embarrassed.

“Is the vector for Sigma Puppis laid in?” Matt asked, glad for the pretense he controlled anything aboard a self-aware Dreadnaught-class starship.

“Of course,” Mata Hari said, her voice inflection descending. “Your guest … is she attractive to you?”

God. What a thing to say out loud. “None of your business, Mata Hari.”

A Pit screen showed Eliana, fashionably dressed in a blue jumpsuit and partially cocooned by the clamshells of the accel-couch. She seemed preoccupied with staring at a sidewall display of the local star systems lying within a four hundred light year cube. Their target—Sigma Puppis—pulsed brightly on it, a double star beacon 194 light years from Sol.

“Why is it none of my business?” asked Mata Hari.

Eliana smiled wanly, not looking his way. 

He swore mentally. “Do you understand the concept of privacy?”

Pause. “Oh. You mean that organic temporal displacement habit of pretending one entity is actually alone in a universe filled with pulsating and penetrative energy fields?”

“The very same.”

“Understood.” A longer pause. “But why pretend to unreality?”

Matt sighed. “Mata Hari, you are familiar with the AI self-check routine called System Check-out. Right?”

“Correct.”

“Humans do it too. So do aliens. We need to separate from reality, now and then. By sleep. By intense thought. Or by privacy.”

“So?”

“So shut up and give me some privacy!”

Eliana muffled a laugh.

Mata Hari shut up. Only the whisper of circulating air currents disturbed his concentration as Matt monitored their outsystem departure. He had little to do. But human instincts, allied to computer senses, often yielded a hybrid mix that worked well. At least for symbionts like him and Mata Hari.

The Agonon-Thet starliner drew away from them. The freighter behind them came within ten thousand klicks of their position, somewhat higher above the ecliptic plane than Mata Hari. He and the ship moved out on the deut-li fusion drive, slowly working up to one-half lightspeed, reaching for the heliopause. It was a boring wait, but necessary. It wasn’t considerate to activate the Alcubierre Drive this close to a double-star system—gravity wave perturbations could disturb planetary orbits. And the miniature universe created by an Alcubierre Drive usually had Rules that conflicted with Riemannian space. So most of the time you waited until you were past the heliopause, a matter of several hours transit time. Mata Hari ’s deut-li thrusters bellowed far behind, tickling his feet as they pushed thermonuclear implosion products out past magfield throats.

“THREAT! THREAT! THREAT!” keened Mata Hari in a loud voice.

Eliana looked over with alarm. “Where?”

Images filled his mind as the AI flooded him with inputs, pushing him back into ocean-time and speeding up his slow human reflexes.

Laser beams reached out and touched Mata Hari ’s flexmetal hull, coming from one of the ships lying behind them that was docked at Hagonar. 

Matt’s left shoulder burned to the touch of coherent flame. The pain of a thousand ant bites scored him. 

He shrugged. 

Mata Hari rotated and emitted gaseous mercury, diffusing the laser beams even as they refocused. Adaptive optics mirrors seeded into every inch of Mata Hari ’s flexible hull warped the ship’s skin into a convex bulge, breaking up and reflecting back all coherent energy beams that got through the gas cloud. 

Fingers tapped.

Within a heartbeat, free electron laser beams reached back to the aggressor, impacting its power plant. Primal energies erupted, staggering Trade Station Hagonar in its languid orbit about the star Hyperion. Within that heartbeat, Mata Hari vibrated once, twice, three times. Defense torpedoes streaked toward the station. The torps carried white noise generators, holo decoys, Seek/Identify sensors, and Nanoshells that would envelop the expanding cloud of debris, sample it, taste it, and report back to Mata Hari —by faster than lightspeed tachyonic senses—the identity of their now-dead opponent. 

It all left Matt wondering at the attack. Who would be stupid enough to attack a Dreadnought-class battleship? And an alien one at that? As he sighed, his mind said “Thanks” to Mata Hari and he chose to leave ocean-time.

Sitting in the Pit with his chin just above the deckplates, Matt turned and looked back at Eliana, who now stared at the purple-glowing debris cloud on the sidewall screen. She seemed a young woman trying to do her best on a deadly stage larger than her planet or her fears. Someone smart and brave but uncertain of how to move in the deadly game of Anarchate survival. 

“Who hates you, Eliana?”

She turned away from the screen and faced him, her look immensely sad. “What? What did you say?”

“Who hates you enough to hire an armed freighter as a backup to a Level Three Enforcer?”

“Hates me?” Eliana said nervously. “Uh, Halicene Conglomerate?”

“Possibly.” There was something unusual about this woman of quick mood changes, something she hid. “But unlikely. The Enforcer was likely a throwaway assassin. Nice if it worked, no big deal if it didn’t. That attacking ship—” in his mind a datastream from Mata Hari ’s torps caressed Matt’s forebrain, excited several neuron clusters, and died out “—the ship that attacked us was a Second Wave human charter, on Trade lease to the aliens of the Pegasus Cluster. According to the remnants of its central Core memory. Why are humans after you?”

Muscles jumped in her jaw. “I don’t know.”

Chitin-mange! “Try again.”

She blinked, then turned distant. “Are you accusing me of lying?”

“Yes.”

A pink flush spread across her albino white face. As the pulse beat in her slim neck, Matt felt the looming bulk of Mata Hari ’s own entity-mind overshadowing his awareness. Much like a cloud might shadow a flying hawk. Able to enfold it fully, but standing apart from something quite different from itself. Mata Hari, he could tell, was also curious. Her Mata Hari persona image lifted a black eyebrow, adding her skepticism to his.

“No!” Eliana said tersely. “I don’t lie!” Her green eyes flashed with defiance, but also with fear, as if he might discover what she was hiding.

Matt changed his data-query approach. “All right, you don’t lie. But perhaps you’re not recalling something you already know, something hidden deep inside? A memory?”

Eliana winced and looked away. “I have many memories I would rather not recall,” she said, her voice pained.

“Take your pick.”

“Pericles?” she whispered tentatively, raising a hand to her lips.

Ahhh. “And who is Pericles?”

Eliana frowned thoughtfully. “Was. Actually, more of an organization. Named after an ancient Greek statesman. It is also the name of a Pure Blood human of Sigma Puppis who led the original Third Wave colonists to our new home.” She reached up to twist a few strands of jet-black hair, still avoiding his eyes. “They opposed the Union with the Derindl. But it was our only hope for survival as a colony. They … they hated crossbreeds like me. I thought them long dead.”

“Perhaps they are. Why does this attack suggest them to you?”

“Who knows!” Irritation filled Eliana’s voice. She slapped at the accel-couch rim. “You insisted I dwell in the Chaos of memories! It … it’s just that the Triune of Pericles prophesied that ‘no good would come of lying abed with aliens’—as he put it.” She focused again on the screen showing Hagonar and local space, now empty of the debris cloud.

“Interesting,” Matt said, then recalled recent human history. 

Eliana’s home, Sigma Puppis, had been one of the first Union colonies—places where, mercifully, the native aliens were near one-to-one cousins of humans, and the yellow light of the G5 star suited humans. The Derindl came both male and female, they were mammalian to a remarkable degree, and aside from a bit too much copper in their hemoglobin-based blood, they resembled humans to within ninety percent of similarity. Still, any mating between such differently evolved species would always be sterile—unless the genomes of each species were modified to work together and produce zygotes that held the best potentials of both species. Unfortunately, the crossbreeds always needed artificial wombs to protect the mothers from immune-response reactions to the zygote’s strange blood chemistry. And when they reached maturity, they found themselves Strangers—belonging neither to the pure-strain humans nor the pure-strain Derindl. Such persons were loved by their parents, but they had a long way to go in achieving societal acceptance. Especially in a rigid caste society like that of the tree-dwelling Derindl. 

“Eliana, has it been hard for you—growing up half-Human, half-Derindl?”

She looked his way, her expression stark and pained. “No harder than being a cyborg, I suppose.”

“Touché.” A direct hit from her sharp mind. But what lay underneath her tough-woman act, her defensiveness? “Patron, if you keep acting distant and aloof, you will get us both killed.”

“I will not!”

Her reply sounded weak even to his ears. “Patron, we were just attacked, for the second time. I have questions that need answering if I am to protect you.” She kept her gaze averted, her shoulders stiff as she sat in the accel-couch, as if she’d often endured verbal interrogation that hurt more than physical abuse. Well, there are other ways to appeal to someone as smart as Eliana. “Patron, why you?”

“Why me what?” She said, turning to him with open confusion. “I don’t understand your question.”

Outside, Matt’s ship moved through local space. Inside, on the Bridge, he word-danced with a neophyte to genocide, to wholesale slavery, to the Anarchate—where lives were toys easily discarded. “Eliana, why were you picked to find and hire a Vigilante? Why not your colony chief? Why not—”

“Ioannis could trust only me!” she said defiantly.

“And he is?”

“My half-brother. Eldest of two.” With lips compressed, she eyed him the way a mongoose eyes a snake, aware now of how he fenced with her. 

“What does this Ioannis do?”

“He is Despot of the colony,” she said matter-of-factly.

Matt nodded agreeably. “He has no other reliable agents?”

She smiled faintly, as if amused by their word-dance. “He has several. They’re all in use down-planet or in the system. Look, I’m your Patron. You’re my Vigilante. This will all be explained to you by Ioannis once we arrive in-system. All right?”

“Sure,” Matt said mildly. “Uh, do you like mysteries?”

“Sometimes.” Sudden guardedness now showed. “Why?”

Matt gestured at the wallscreen. “Well, you might consider the mystery of why you were allowed to reach Hagonar Station, alive, and contact a Vigilante. The two attacks prove that one or several parties tracked you to Hagonar. Surely you realize that your brother has powerful enemies. Among the Halicene, at the very least.”

Sharp dismay filled her face. Eliana sat back hard in the accel-couch. “Look, I’ve never done this before,” she said, her tone one of resignation. “I’ve never been off-planet or out-system. But I love my Nest-mates, both Derindl and Human. We need help, badly. We need an advocate. We need someone who can spar and perhaps fight with greedy aliens. So I can see why Vigilantes are expensive. What do you advise?”

Matt admired her ability to be humble in addition to being smart. Yes, she was definitely teachable. “I advise rest, Patron. You just survived two attacks on your life. You’re aboard a strange ship with a strange man. And I doubt you got much sleep on the way out. Correct?”

“Correct,” she said, letting her tiredness show. “Where do I rest?”

“You may occupy the stateroom at the far end of the Spine hallway,” Matt said, nodding to the rear of the Bridge and the red slidedoor.

“Thanks.” Behind him, Eliana’s accel-couch opened up like a clamshell. She stepped out, swayed a bit, then walked over to him. Eliana squatted down at the edge of the Interlock Pit and stared into the cone, appearing both curious and somewhat repelled by what she saw. “I’m … I’m sorry to be so sharp with you, Matt. In my family, I’m usually the one who is the most even-tempered, the peacemaker of the Clan.”

Matt wondered at that but then recalled how uncertain he’d felt when first he’d gone into space, after the death of his family. “You mean for a Greek, you’re even-tempered,” he teased.

Eliana chuckled, allowing herself a friendly smile. “Yeah, we Greeks do have a reputation for passionate argument. But I’m half Derindl and they’re pretty mellow, most of the time.” 

He wondered again about the native Derindl, a species his data files said were ecological engineers without peer, who lived in giant Mother Trees. Matt folded his hands in his lap and smiled back. “The Derindl … did you become a molecular geneticist in order to fit in better with their culture?”

Eliana eyed him warily, then relaxed again. “Their culture? It’s mine too, remember.” She looked up at the forward holosphere and its NavTactical icons, then back to him, her expression now serious. “Actually, I’m a scientist by default and by choice. My half-brothers, like most Greek males, run the Trade side of the Clan’s business. If you’re unmarried, a woman and want your own choices, you do science.” The bitterness in her voice surprised Matt. “But I also studied hard to please my Grandfather Petros and Grandmother Miletus. They … they always had time for me.” She stood up abruptly. “Uh, how long before we go FTL?”

Matt blinked, perceived a mind-image, and smiled amiably. “In three hours.” Should he let go the personal sharing and revert to employee mode? Eliana’s distracted gaze said yes. “Also, Mata Hari tells me no one else threatens us. The incoming freighter has veered away and will dock soon with the station. Hagonar Central Control is overcome with irritation at the mess we left on their doorstep.” She smiled at that. “The outgoing Agonon-Thet starliner is already angling down-ecliptic to set up for its own Alcubierre Drive Translation. And Mata Hari has finished its repairs from the recent conflict.”

Eliana’s mood changed suddenly, her manner now dark and brooding. “Computers are like that. They think all things can be fixed with new hardware.”

“Why not, Patron?” Mata Hari  said in a soft contralto voice, addressing Eliana directly for the first time since she’d come onboard. 

Eliana looked badly startled, then glanced up at the ceiling. “Uh, because no matter what a doctor fixes, organics remember the pain!” she said with sharp certitude.

Mata Hari laughed, her windchime voice echoing off the flexmetal walls of the Bridge. “I remember pain. I recently felt it.”

“My experience is just the opposite,” Eliana said tensely. “And I’d rather not talk about it.” She turned away from Matt and walked past the crystalline pillar forest of Mata Hari ’s mind, aiming for the red slidedoor that led into the Spine hallway and its hundreds of private staterooms. Walking with shoulders stiff, back straight, and short tail flaring as it protruded from her blue jumpsuit, she seemed the embodiment of a Secret. 

Well, she was his Patron after all, and entitled to some privacy. But Matt couldn’t help wondering why she hated computers. 

As did Mata Hari, who now connected to him mind-to-mind. Once again she PET-imaged herself as a black-haired young woman wearing a white, floor length chiffon and lace dress with long sleeves and a low-cut bodice, with a large cameo at her throat. It was an image that befitted the historical Mata Hari ’s pre-war identity as the wife of a Dutch diplomat. That was before the real Mata Hari divorced the diplomat, worked in Asia as an exotic belly-dancer, then made her way to Europe and the employ of Kaiser Wilhelm’s Imperial German forces. In Matt’s mind-image, his Mata Hari sat in a chair on the front porch of an old, Victorian-style house, fingers of one hand tapping the chair arm. “Matt, I think she’s going to be a problem.”

“I hope not.” This Job was shaping up to be a real challenge. And after seven years spent roaming Anarchate space, dealing mostly with aliens, he was intrigued by a Challenge that involved his fellow humans. And Eliana didn’t know the half of his ship’s combat abilities, or his own. Perhaps both sides could learn from each other?

 

Hours later, Matt awoke in the shadowed darkness of his own stateroom. He felt the touch of cool air currents, heard rasping air pumps and creaking metal flexwalls, enjoyed the blood-warm bed platform on which he lay, and felt a sense of ennui. Of dislocation. Of disorientation.

They’d undergone Alcubierre Translation.

The corollary of being able to create your own pocket universe within which the speed of light was hundreds of times faster than in normal Riemannian space, so you could travel quickly from star to star, is that the passage of time within the ship during the Translation can seem endless. It isn’t, but it feels that way. And something had touched him deep inside, touched that core being who had howled at the moon’s white disk over two million years ago, as the first humans scavenged on the Serengeti Plains of East Africa.

Matt sat up. 

He did not need visible light to see his room.

Nanoware vision upgrades imaged it all—his workstation table, the library wall shelves filled with optical disks, the entrance to his fresher unit, three Calder-style mobiles dangling from the ceiling, the acrylic paint easel to one side, his weaving loom with its half-done Hopi Corn Maiden pattern, even his clothes hanging behind an actual wood-slat door. And on the wall opposite his bed hung his collection of edged, projectile and energy hand-weapons, including a feather-tasseled White Mountain Apache spear from his own tribal heritage. Matt saw them all through infrared energy. Energy given off by his body, which reflected back to him from the talismans of his life. 

More images touched his eyes. Power sources studded the walls, floor and ceiling, their placement betrayed by ultraviolet sparks. A Navajo Ganado-style blanket hung on the wall like a dead black rectangle, soaking up infrared. Below it gleamed a small aquarium, filled with puffer-fish from the planetary sea of his last Job. The fish emitted their own infrared, but at a wavelength far below his own, and cold water is an efficient heatsink. Criss-crossing the room, like a 3D spiderweb, pulsed the coherent lightbeams of Mata Hari. Emitted by low power diode lasers, the lightbeams touched him from any direction and even followed him into the bathroom, the hot tub, or under the virtual reality helmet and chair resting in one corner of the room. With her optical neurolinking, Mata Hari would never leave him, never abandon him, and never give up on him.

Some people might think of an insect caught in a spider’s web and pity the poor unknowing creature. Matt saw things differently. He saw himself expanded. He saw himself as the organic-inorganic Interface he really was. Neither solely machine, nor just a simple organic. And even without Mata Hari, without Suit, there remained his body—his deadly body. Filled with antiviral biounits that protected him from eyes to toes, a cardiovascular bioupgrade for a High Threat environment, an extra kidney that recycled his urine, nylon-wrapped muscles and titanium-plated bones that gave him the strength of ten Heracles, and possessing fingertip lasers powered by a fuel-cell welded to one hip bone, he was a true cyborg. As such, he was used to blink-thought control over his instrumentalities.

Matt called up a vision of Alcubierre Space-Time in his mind’s-eye, then code-blinked. He wished to contemplate the endlessness of Chaos.

Mata Hari projected a different image into his room. This holosphere showed the end of the Spine hallway and the palm-locked door leading to Eliana’s stateroom. In a blink he was inside her room, staring down from a ceiling point-of-view at the crossbreed woman as she slept on her bed platform. She lay naked atop the sheets. The sprawl of her limbs both hid and revealed, tempting him to linger.

But he valued privacy and was not a voyeur. “Mata Hari—what the hell are you doing?”

“Protecting you,” she said tensely, her voice coming from a side wall acoustic membrane.

“From what?”

“Watch.”

With his room still dark, Matt watched, feeling impatient and irritated. “Well?”

“Observe.” The wide-screen view of Eliana, lying face down, narrowed suddenly. It zoomed in to focus on her right ear.

Eliana stirred, shifting her head to one side. Her delicate nose and finely sculptured cheekbones glowed with infrared warmth, framed by the cooler surface of synthsilk covering the bed platform. At one side of the holosphere scrolled green light datastreams, depicting in agonizing detail her carbon dioxide exhalations, her REM eye movements, double heartbeat systolic and diastolic pressures as revealed by a diode laser focused on her carotid artery, skin saltiness, moisture evapotranspiration from her skin, and scores of other biophysical details. On the holosphere’s other side scrolled red-light Threat assessments.

“What is it?”

“Watch!” insisted Mata Hari. 

From out of the dark depths of Eliana’s ear came something. 

Something sinister.

About the size of a pea, it floated upward, then expanded rapidly to the size of an eyeball. Then it became a fist-sized globe that bobbled on the room’s air currents.

Matt trembled. He’d allowed a bioweapon carrier on-board Mata Hari. “What the fuck is it?”

“Scanning. Passively. Be patient,” Mata Hari said tartly.

Patience! Matt stood up, able only to pace in front of the red and green glowing holosphere, his mind churning over Options for weapons, then discarding them, aware that such bioweapons often spored when under attack. A lot of good his weaponry wall would do him now.

At least Mata Hari had had the good sense to scan passively the free-floating intruder. An active Doppler pulse or laser ranging beam could easily be the trigger needed to set off the bioweapon. What was its software programming?

“Interesting,” Mata Hari murmured.

On the holosphere, the fist-sized bioweapon globe drifted toward the locked slidedoor leading into the Spine hallway of the ship. Eliana’s stateroom lay a kilometer from him, with four dozen airtight lock-doors between him and her. Which were hopefully closing right now!

Eliana’s locked door hissed open. The bioweapon globe floated out into the Spine hallway, paused, then headed up-ship. Toward him.

“What’s interesting?”

“The bioweapon,” Mata Hari said. “Passive x-ray fluorescence scanning, along with wavelength and quantum mechanical scanning, show it to be mainly an aerogel.”

“An aerogel? What’s that?”

“Some species call it frozen smoke,” Mata Hari said, her tone academic intense. “It is an ultra low-density skeleton constructed of tetramethoxysilane molecules which were originally a dense oil interspersed with water. Remove the liquid and you have a nearly transparent foam-gel whose lowest density can approach 3 milligrams per cubic centimeter. Your air weighs only 1.2 milligrams per cubic centimeter. That is why it floats on an air current in the eight-tenths Earth gee we maintain aboard ship.”

Matt scowled. “Gels don’t make doors cycle open. What did?”

“Checking,” Mata Hari said hurriedly. “At the center of the aerogel is a small dense structure composed of chitin protein, polysaccharides, polyglycolic acids, the protein cytochrome-C, several rare earths, a mitochondria-sized power source, and several viral and plasmid chains in a cell-like container.” She paused. “The slidedoor’s electrolock was opened by a complex series of electron-shell wavelength shifts issuing from within the cell container.”

Dimly, Matt remembered that the protein cytochrome-C aided in electron transport during respiration and photosynthesis—in biological systems. “Is the power source oxidation, chemosynthesis, or photosynthesis?”

“Ultraviolet photosynthesis,” Mata Hari said tersely. “Watch closely.”

In the holosphere the aerogel globe enlarged to fill the yard-wide space, then expanded beyond as Mata Hari focused on its core nodule. The ship began passive scanning of that inner structure, relying upon quantum wavelength electron shell shifts to illuminate the structure’s interior. A dim image built up in the holosphere, one of winding coils. It was a retrovirus programmed to seek out, infect, and destroy a very specific type of lifeform. Him. Or, at least a male human since Eliana lay unharmed.

“Options?”

Mata Hari held silent an unusually long time.

“Well?”

She laughed softly. “Patience is a virtue in both organic and inorganic lifesystems.”

Matt relaxed. She wouldn’t joke if she hadn’t found a solution. Optoelectronic memory systems that thought at the speed of light were nice. Even if he sometimes felt like a poorly endowed relative, with only native instinct to offer up to their partnership. “Options?”

“Aerogels don’t dilute laser light or other coherent energy forms.”

“You mean we can simply blast it?”

“Maybe.” She paused again. “But that’s too simple an answer. Why is it here? Why does she carry it?”

The Anarchate held answers for every horror. “Some local Anarchate despot is tired of humans and wants to test out a self-replicating viral plague before going after the rest of us?”

“Perhaps.” Mata Hari’s voice echoed off his stateroom walls. “But why a Singleton like her? Why not a whole colony? The Anarchate is, if anything, relentlessly efficient. It would not waste something this unique on a single being.”

Matt watched on a sidewall screen as the aerogel headed relentlessly his way, opening and closing the hallway lock-doors as it came to each one. It was now just three hundred meters away from his stateroom.

“Maybe it’s not an Anarchate bioweapon,” he said. “Lots of species can bioengineer this well. Including humans. This could be the answer for why she was allowed to reach me.”

“Perhaps,” Mata Hari said. “But is this the product of her brother Ioannis, the group Pericles, or some other stupid organic? You know, Matt, you humans have a tendency to make terribly destructive mistakes even when you get a second chance.”

He fumed. “Tell me something I don’t already know. What do you recommend for a destruction option?”

Time trickled away. On the wallscreen, the aerogel virus globe now lay just two hundred meters distant. In front of him, in the holosphere, its viral coil glowed redly.

Mata Hari stirred in his mind, but spoke aloud. “Don’t worry,” she said reassuringly. “I’m sure a laser will burn it to a cinder before it can spore.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” An old, old memory welled up inside his hindbrain. A memory of something he’d learned as a cloneslave decanter in the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops many, many years ago. “Mata Hari, do you have the capability to emit refrigerated carbon dioxide into the Spine hallway?”

“Not normally.” Pause. “I can reroute some biorecycling tubes.”

“Do it. Quickly!”

“Target point?” 

“Try for Lock-Door Fourteen,” Matt said. “That’s six more minutes at the float rate of this aerogel.”

“Complying.”

He felt hungry. Blood hungry. He felt this way anytime someone, or something, sought his life. Matt didn’t care whether the bioweapon retrovirus was programmed to kill him, or simply co-opt his higher thought processes and make him into a Trojan golem. A golem who would then seek out other humans and infect them, a living, moving, breathing plague bacillus on a giant scale. No, he cared only that someone sought to kill him, to still the beating of his heart, to end the memories of a hard life among the stars. In the iridescent darkness of his stateroom, Matt turned and stared into the watery blue depths of his aquarium, remembering past Hunts. He trembled, all too eager to kill.

“Ready,” Mata Hari said anxiously. “Will you share your thought processes on this Option?”

“Yes. Search under Fires. And Snakes. It’s dual-encoded in my memories.”

“Accessing.”

Long ago, on a starship of the Third Wave, a human starship that still retained many old redundant safety systems—in the human pattern—he’d come across a pressurized cylinder stuck away in a long-abandoned storeroom. Later, after enduring a neurowhip lashing from his alien stevedore boss, who let him know unequivocally that curiosity in indentured servants was not welcome, he’d learned the cylinder’s purpose.

It was a fire extinguisher.

Not the ancient Halon system. Nor the more modern local-vacuum systems. No, this system relied on the expulsion of freezing cold carbon dioxide under several atmospheres of pressure, directed at the fire source—or a warm-blooded pest lifeform. Either method replaced the oxygen needed for combustion with carbon dioxide. Or instantly froze the warm organic shell of shipboard pests. Like rats. Or snakes. He smiled at the puffer-fish.

In the holosphere the aerogel approached Lock-Door Fourteen, pausing to emit its decryption signal.

Gases flooded the aerogel globe.

A white ball dropped toward the hallway deck plates, threatening to shatter its icy coating.

“Mata Hari!”

“Got it!” The white globe steadied. “Did you really think I wouldn’t use a tractor beam?”

Matt’s heart thudded to adrenaline overload. “Big joke! Don’t worry me like that. Is it frozen solid?”

“Yes. According to the sonogram I just took.” Mata Hari sounded very confident. “I’ll route it through the exhaust duct system to the outer hull and expel it—after coating it with a self-igniting polymer explosive. The polymer is time-set and will explode twenty seconds after it feels vacuum. Satisfactory?”

“Sounds good.” Matt watched as Mata Hari deftly ejected the bioweapon into the vacuum lying within the Alcubierre Space-Time Bubble. The aerogel disappeared from the holosphere and was replaced by an image of Eliana. This time she lay on her back, one arm across her stomach, the other underneath her head, the soft mounds of her breasts rising as she breathed slowly, eyelids shut as she dreamed. Her lustrous hair spread over the bed like black satin cloth, framing her fine-boned face. She was beauty allied to a puzzle. Why did she hate machines, and computers in particular?

“What do you wish done with her?” Mata Hari asked.

He sighed. “Do you think she was aware of being a mule?”

“No.”

“Does she carry any other bioweapons?”

“No,” Mata Hari said in a soft, reassuring voice. “After isolating her room and pouching it out through the external ship skin, so it could be pinched off in case the probe awoke other bioweapons, I active-scanned her. There are no other bioweapons within or attached to her.”

Except for her mind, he thought, admiring Eliana’s strong intelligence and stoic courage in accepting a very dangerous assignment for her people. “Recommendations?”

“I am curious about human females,” Mata Hari said. “And she cannot harm me. Keep her. She is, after all, your only Patron.”

And also a woman—like you pretend to be. “So be it.”

Matt turned and laid back down on his bed, his mind far too active for sleep. Too many questions plagued him.

Who had seeded Eliana with a bioweapon?

Why did Mata Hari wish to keep a dangerous Patron, rather than toss her into the vacuum of space? Did she really want to observe a live human woman in action, thinking and doing as women do? As Helen did, his pain-memory reminded him. And when would Translation end?

Most of all, Matt wondered why his mind still recycled images of a seductively nude Eliana. The images aroused him. They brought forth hormonal responses that he barely repressed. Worst of all, they evoked erotic memories of Helen. Of the yellow-haired Asian woman he’d once loved, but who had left him. Left him alone with only the memory of her love.

Love.

Such could never be possible with Eliana.

He had realized after her departure from the Bridge what she must think of him. One machine now ravaged her planet. Another machine had made her a crossbreed, an outcast to both peoples. And after seeing him crouched within the Interlock pit, interwoven with the lifeweb of a machine intelligence, Matt must seem to Eliana the worst of all worlds.

A cyborg. Neither fully human, nor fully machine. An abomination, an atrocity—something that willingly bonded with an intelligent computer, that was not people. Through choice, a human machine allied to a computer machine—failing to see the <he>:<she>:<ship> group entity that was how they thought of themselves. Matt could deal with provincialism. But racism … . 

To her, he must seem only a tool. One she would use, then discard. He was sure of that, even as his emotions hoped otherwise.

So be it.

Through all the lonely hours of Translation, Matt ignored forbidden memories. Ignored his long-suppressed hopes. Ignored even the prospect of meeting other humans, the pure-strain Greeks of Sigma Puppis. For years he had felt safest when apart from other humans. And Eliana was unlikely to change that, or change his Promise to Helen, the core reason why he’d chosen to be a Vigilante in the first place. Eliana was not the only one with secrets … .


CHAPTER THREE 

 

Mata Hari the starship hung just outside Sigma Puppis binary star system, veiled within its Kuiper Belt of proto-cometary objects, and stealth-shielded against all detectors. After the two attacks and the bioweapon, the AI had insisted on such a cautious approach. Just as she now insisted on filling the forward holosphere with endless astronomical and historical readouts on Eliana’s home system. Once again Matt sat in the Interlock Pit, bare skin soaking in the cold of interstellar space, lightbeams invading his inner core. Behind him sat Eliana, watching the display from her accel-couch. She appeared somber and not fully rested, as if her night had been as disturbed as his. But she’d taken the time to brush out her waist-long black hair, apply rose-colored lipstick and change into a Vietnamese cheongsam style dress. During their shared breakfast, she’d been friendly enough, though she had talked only of minor things. 

Enough. 

Avoiding the strain of ocean-time, Matt went to gestalt perception as he took in the holosphere, absorbed real-time readouts on local space, catalogued ship system checkouts, and tracked Mata Hari ’s holo display of Sigma Puppis.

Located about 194 light years from Earth, the double star system looked fairly straightforward. It consisted of a K5-III orange-red giant, with a G5-V yellow star orbiting it about 1,200 AU out. Eleven planets danced around the G5 main sequence star, in the standard pattern of iron-silicate inner ones and gas-giant outer ones, while only a broad disk of asteroidal debris circled the K5 giant. Like two ships passing in the night, each star had little to do with the other, except for gravity tides that ebbed and flowed between them. 

The tides elongated slightly the orbits of the G5’s outer planets, but did not affect the inner planets. The native Derindl species shared the fourth planet, Halcyon, with the Third Wave human colony. Theirs was a Venus-sized world of water and warmth that basked under the yellow star. It possessed two oceans, three continents, a few deserts, two ice caps, a stormy atmosphere and … a very rare, very unusual planet-wide forest. Within that forest grew the ‘tree cities’ of the Derindl aliens. Taking biotechnology and genetic engineering to a fantastic level, the Derindl had long lived in symbiosis with their giant Mother Trees, and in return, the Trees provided nearly everything needed by a biology-based culture. Fuels. Food. Water. Waste recycling. Home habitats. Temperature control. And a playground. 

Before the coming of the Anarchate the Derindl had lived peacefully, despite severe caste disputes, in a world culture at least twelve thousand years old. Only the arrival three hundred years ago of Anarchate diplomats, and Trade entrepreneurs, had added anything new to Derindl society. And most of that was limited to a Trade station that orbited high above Halcyon. But all that had been changed by the recent arrival of Third Wave humans.

The human colony lay in the northern continent, on a high plateau called Tharsis. The settlement’s name was Olympus. And most of the colonists were expatriate Greeks from the Peloponnesus and southern Attica, who dominated interspecies Trade between the Derindl and the aliens of Zeus Station. The Greeks’ role had generated jealousy among some Derindl Clan groups, but the Union had challenged them to create crossbreed people filled with the best talents of both species. Ties of blood usually kept commercial jealousy in bounds. Low numbers also helped. The Greeks were but thirty thousand strong, and the crossbreeds numbered just eight thousand, while the Derindl had been static at nine hundred million for millennia.

All in all, things worked.

Then came the disaster of Halicene Conglomerate.

At a distance of four light hours from Halcyon, Matt could not see the massive strip mine scar created by the mining combine in Halcyon’s southern continent, which Eliana said already measured ninety kilometers wide by six hundred long. But it would grow, and fast. The Stripper itself measured six by six kilometers square. It would not be long before the ecodamage became irreversible.

Matt turned in his glass seat, catching Eliana’s attention. “Where is the Halicene MotherShip?” 

Eliana stood up from the accel-couch, taking his query for an invitation to join him in observing the holosphere. Perhaps she too desired human company. “In orbit about the K5 giant,” she said, squatting beside the Pit’s rim, unaware that an edge of her dress dangled down into his lightbeam outputs.

“Why there?” he asked, ignoring the minor datafeed interruption. Despite her bias against computers, Matt hungered for the simple beauty of her chalk-white face, long black hair, and the sea-green eyes that now fixed on him.

“Greed,” she said dryly. “While the Stripper harvests our minerals, the Halicene Despot mines the K5’s asteroidal disk for useful ores.”

“Good.” Matt felt relieved that his opponent’s main strength was not yet in-system. “By the way, you haven’t told me—whatever made the Derindl Autarch accept a Stripper on his planet? I would think a forest-dependent species like the Derindl would never allow extensive surface mining.”

Eliana winced. “They wouldn’t. Normally. But … the human Trade group Clan Karamanlis was handling mineral trades at the time and they signed the contract on behalf of the Derindl.” She paused, her expression growing more pained. “They had a writ of mandamus from the Derindl Autarch to do anything needed to secure the neonatal placental units we needed to birth crossbreed children, like myself. And the leader of Clan Karamanlis had no son to carry on his lineage.”

Matt wondered if Eliana’s schooling included the story of Faust. “Does the Karamanlis Despot still handle interspecies Trade?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Just curious. It’s worth knowing whether the idiot who created the need for a Vigilante is likely to give me repeat business.”

She smiled wryly. “An idiot he is, but he no longer runs things. His Clan has been replaced by Trade Clan Themistocles.”

Ahhh. “Any relation to you?”

Eliana nodded. “As I said earlier, my older half-brother is the Clan Despot in charge of the family business. And the colony. If that’s what you mean.” She looked away to the holosphere, as if their eye-to-eye intimacy had unsettled her.

“That is exactly what he meant,” commented Mata Hari from an overhead membrane. “And the Derindl Autarch—is it still in power?”

Eliana looked up, her distaste clear. “No! There has been a new Derindl Autarch, a female, for the past two Halcyon years. Of the caste Aggressors.”

Aggressors? Once more, the knowledge-dam broke. Once more, oceans of data engulfed Matt as the databyte nanocubes flooded his frontal cortex with a library of data. Time stretched out … .

Two hundred milliseconds.

There were five major Derindl castes—Aggressors, Conciliators, Mothers, Lifewebs, and Nurturers—along with thousands of minor ones. The method of Autarch selection was consensus among the nine thousand Nest leaders, each responsible for around 100,000 Derindl. For a decentralized power system, it had worked well over the millennia. But with the arrival of Anarchate diplomats and merchants, the need had arisen for aggressive, focused societal action by the Derindl. And their meritocracy-based system had been slow to respond. Enter the humans. With their Clan Despots, humans could undertake quick, decisive action. And then avoid living with the consequences of hasty judgment.  

Mata Hari hovered dimly in the backwaters of Matt’s brain. The knowledge flood continued. 

The pioneering human Waves usually found that democracy had to be sacrificed for the centralized decision-making capacity embodied in a Despot. Or similar oligarch. Of course, such assumptions had long ago resulted in the Despots of the Anarchate, who set forth the Anarchate’s First Rule—there is no interstellar Justice, and no Law, except that no planet interferes with the affairs of another. A neat update of the old divide-and-conquer strategy. Matt tasted sourness as he wondered if here, in Sigma Puppis, his species had begun a miniature Anarchate. 

Three-quarters of a second.

Swimming to the surface of the data-feed ocean, Matt slowed his inputs and focused on the crouching figure of Eliana. His mind reached for her as for a lifepod. “Are we expected by Clan Themistocles?”

“They expect me,” she said, frowning as she caught the look on his face. “It was not certain that I would secure a Vigilante.”

“Who rules Zeus Station now?” he said, turning to practical matters.

“Clan Themistocles!” Eliana said firmly.

“Are you sure, dear girl?” Mata Hari said softly, making herself visible in a side holosphere, dressed in her white lace, full-length skirt with low-cut bodice, a late Victorian style sometimes worn by her spy namesake. “Or could there be remnants of Clan Karamanlis still about, folks who would be happy to see Clan Themistocles fall into the mud of failure?”

Eliana looked startled by the three-dimensional image of his AI partner, then glared at him. “Can’t you shut off that infernal computer!”

Matt crossed arms in the Pit, ignoring the back of the neck ache that came from the coax cable attachment point. “Patron, that ‘infernal computer’ saved your life back at Hagonar Station. She does as she pleases.”

Eliana grimaced. She looked rearward at the crystalline pillars of the AI’s Core memory, across at Mata Hari ’s holosphere, then down at him. “At home, Humans control their AIs—not the reverse!”

Sadness filled him. “And you think I am controlled by Mata Hari ?”

“You are what you are.” Pity showed on Eliana’s face. “You … you chose to bond with it.”

“Madam, you asked for my help, not the reverse. What is the problem?”

She struggled visibly with her emotions, her revulsion barely restrained as she looked from his neck cable to the cone-tiers and back to him. Finally, she fixed on his eyes, his human eyes. “I’m sorry, Matt. Really, I am. I was raised better than to show unkindness.” She sat down at the edge of the Pit, legs folded under her. Ignoring Mata Hari’s watchful holo-image, she gestured apologetically. “My problem is that on Halcyon we have never had cyborgs—machine people—among us. Our society considers them … unnatural.”

Matt laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Unnatural? What do you call mating with aliens? What of your symbiosis with the Trees? Some humans would call both unnatural.”

Eliana looked honestly bewildered. “But, but—it’s not the same at all! They are both organic, natural lifeforms.”

He could have written a book on the human ability to delude oneself in order to avoid facing reality. He hadn’t. Instead, Matt kept his distance from most human groups, preferring the clear logic of AIs like Mata Hari. Arguing was pointless, but he had to ask one more question. “Patron, I must rely upon you for many things. Can you hold in check your reactions to me? Can you deal with me as a Greek man, rather than as a cyborg?”

“I … I.” Eliana averted her eyes from the Interlock Pit, looked back, averted again, then forced herself to look at him, her face paler than usual. “I’ll try. I promise I’ll try. When you’re just yourself, like at breakfast this morning, it’s different. You’re quite nice. But that neck cable, your communion with that computer, with her!” She gestured to the side holosphere. “Well, it’s enough to … . “ She closed her eyes tight, breathed deep, and opened them again. Dark eyelashes blinked. “Frankly, plugged into that machine, there is nothing natural or normal about you.”

“You’re wrong. And can’t you see how alike we are? We are both outcasts from normal society.”

“Alike?” Eliana looked shocked. “Impossible!” The squeamishness reappeared and she turned away from him, from the cable, from what he had changed into—in order to survive.

“But you’ll try?”

Slowly, very slowly, she turned and met his eyes, jaw muscles clenching tight. “Yes. I’ll try. I owe you that, for agreeing to help us.”

“I get paid. And very well.” Matt turned away from Eliana and pushed aside vain hopes. “We will visit your Zeus Station, converse with your brother Ioannis, and consider Options.” He looked deep into the forward holosphere, seeking the truth behind a rainbow tracery of vectors and readouts, pushing his hopes for her out of his mind. To the side, Mata Hari’s holo-image disappeared. Perhaps she too was tired of illogical rationalizations.

“Options?” said Eliana, sounding frustrated. “Why don’t you just go directly to Halcyon and destroy the Stripper from orbit? This ship has the weapons. Do you lack the courage?”

Matt did not look up. “Eliana, what if the Stripper contains mutant retroviruses genetically tailored to block the photosynthetic action of your Mother Trees? What if an obvious attack on the Stripper yields only the total despoliation of your planet?”

“Oh!” she said with surprise. “I hadn’t considered that. Matt, I’m sorry—”

“No more apologies,” he said firmly, turning around in his glass chair to meet her face to face. “You know nothing of this ship, of its capabilities, of my link with Mata Hari, or my personal ethics. Now please, be quiet. I have work to do.” He turned back.

Ocean-time flowed over him with almost a gentle caress.

Three hundred milliseconds.

Leaning forward, his skin rippled autonomically, sending off signals to all parts of the ship. Time to work. Time to move in-system, to launch Remote probes, and to Dock with Zeus Station. Data flooded into him. Dimensions enfolded him. Strange senses caressed him.

But far, far away in a closed part of his mind, Matt considered Eliana. Deep inside, at the memory pain level, something whispered that maybe this beautiful, well-educated albino woman knew something he didn’t. Knew how to be a real human, knew how to feel like a human ought to feel … even if she were half-alien. 

Biting his lip, Matt concentrated on the work at hand. Work always helped. Work cleared his mind, usually. But locks never stay locked. Like an ocean tide, emotions washed over him. Emotions from a dark, distant time. A time when he had not been a cyborg. When he’d been just a man … a man loved by a woman who cared for him.

Seven hundred thirteen milliseconds.

 

Zeus Station loomed large in the holosphere.

It didn’t look particularly hostile. Just a long cylinder pockmarked with Dock ports and sporting seven different bioenvironments, each with their own artificial gravity regimes. Docking went smoothly and normally. 

Matt left Mata Hari encased in the bulky shell of Suit, its CPU updated with datafeeds on all the species resident in the station. Eliana walked ahead of him, striding down a narrow Dock corridor dressed only in a vacsuit and a troubled attitude. She’d chosen to make the vacsuit appear silvery, using electrocharge control to rearrange the suit’s molecules. Like a human mirror she stalked along the corridor, reflecting back the weirdly distorted images of nearby sapients, bar/dives, pumps, airlock control panels, and the red slashmark letters of Belizel, the Anarchate language. Nothing came into her suit and no sign of her personality left it. He wondered if she had always been so defensive, so wary of connecting with others. What was she afraid of?

They stopped before a large pressure lock leading to the Transport tubeways. The winding tubeways pumped people and packages from one end of the station to another like blood cells in a circulation system. With gravity fields generated as needed and bioenvironments tailored to specific requirements, a kilometers-long Trade Station like Zeus functioned like a very complex organism. Matt watched as Eliana touched a wall datapad and tapped in a coded sequence. 

Above her head, a flat vid-display imaged on. A grey-haired man with a saturnine face scowled down at her. “Yes?” he said in demotic Greek, which Suit’s comdisk quickly translated.

“Grandfather Petros! It’s Eliana—don’t you recognize me?”

The man slowly smiled. “Eliana? Is it you behind that mirror? We had thought—”

“No! I survived Creon’s machinations.” She acted nervous, even a bit guilty-looking. “Uh, I’ve returned with a Vigilante. Someone who will solve all our problems. Does Ioannis still sit on the Dais of Power?”

“He does.” The old man looked aside, staring at Matt. Despite his own opaque faceplate, ancient eyes seemed to read him even better than Mata Hari. Eliana’s grandfather Petros pursed his lips. “A Vigilante? Good. Is he powerful?”

“Very,” Eliana said. “More than I expected.”

“Oh?” Petros looked suddenly alert. “Well, what do you need?”

“To see Ioannis,” she said. “The Vigilante—he calls himself Matt Dragoneaux—would speak with my brother about Halcyon, the Halicene Conglomerate, and how we may rid ourselves of its Stripper.”

On-screen, Petros sat back in a flexchair, the very image of an elderly patriarch who knew how to keep his own counsel. “Ioannis will return to the Dais in a few minutes. I’m sending a taxi tube for you. Ride it. And only it. There are … others about who have long memories.”

In his ear, Mata Hari commented on the overheard conversation between Eliana and Petros. “Matt, would you like a Defense Remote for backup?”

“Nod,” he said. “Just stay on-line and monitor. I detect nothing that Suit can’t handle.”

“All right,” Mata Hari sniffed. “But it’s harder to repair you organics than to debug a new program.”

Matt smiled. She was so protective of him. “I’ll be okay. Just monitor us from Suit’s uplink feed.”

“As you wish.”

He followed Eliana through the swiftly opening lock-door and up to the tubeway loading platform. A maglev taxi whistled to a stop in front of them, its yellow sausage tube free-floating beside the platform. He motioned for Eliana to wait and let him enter first. She fidgeted, her impatience poorly concealed.

Moving within Suit, Matt felt expanded, enlarged, empowered.

Hello, Suit. Sorry to be away so long.

Suit hugged him back the way a puppy might nuzzle its young master.

Time to work now, but at cyborg machine speeds. The speed he called ocean-time. With a thought, Matt changed his perception speed.

Forty milliseconds passed, according to Suit’s mind whisper.

Faceplate’s Eyes-Up display went Active. In the right quadrant scrolled a mech readout on the taxi and the transport platform. Long data columns listed taxi propulsion mode, vehicle registration data, its fabrication date, the equipment suppliers and subcontractors, the energy ambience for this Transport station, power fluxes lying behind the tubeway’s metal walls, the linear induction magfields that supported the taxi and propelled it along the station’s looping tubeways, and scores of other parameters. 

On the left quadrant glowed a downlink from Mata Hari that showed the local space environment, the status of the six other starships docked at Zeus Station, the slightly varying distance—now at 30,431 kilometers—to Halcyon’s surface, ground-to-space shuttle launches from the planet’s human colony of Olympus, the ebb and flow of the planet’s meteorological cycles, its electronic noise emissions, and thousands of other data details. Most datafeeds were through-putted to his on-line nanoware subsystems and stored away in his cerebral nanocubes—for later recovery as needed. Finally, in the middle of the faceplate there floated a virtual-reality graphic of the tube taxi, already sectioned along its long axis and rotating in three dimensions.

Two hundred sixty milliseconds.

“Matt. When are—”

Nine hundred milliseconds.

Chemical sniffers and neutron activation sensors showed the taxi clean of any explosives or offensive weapons. Inside the taxi, Suit’s scanners likewise showed no gaseous incapacitation systems. It contained only a forward bench and a rear bench, facing each other, with side wall entry hatch in between. It also contained maglev machinery, a simple Go-Fetch control console, and the standard eco-comforts—all apparently safe. Suit stepped inside, taking the rear benchseat.

One and a half seconds.

“—you going to enter? Oh.”

One and three quarter seconds had passed since ocean-time.

“Step-down,” he mentally ordered Suit. 

His senses slowed now, much the way one feels a slow turn around a roadway corner in an old-style surface conveyance. Centripetal force seemed so endless in such things. Matt blinked, clearing his faceplate for politeness’ sake.

Eliana sat down opposite him on the front benchseat, long legs pulled up underneath her. Her eyes shied away from him, focusing on a mid-air advertising holo. The hatch shut and the taxi jerked forward.

Time to find out how provincial she really was. And time to ask some direct questions. “Eliana, why are you so secretive with me? You’re the Patron, I’m the Vigilante. If I’m to do good work for you and your brother, you should be more confiding.”

She faced him, her look guilty. “I know. You’re right. But … secrecy is a way of life among the Halcyon Greeks. All we can count on are those of our Clan, and even family may use you, may make you a tool for their purposes.” She looked down at her lap, where she’d interlaced her fingers. “I … I thought my task was just to find a Vigilante and bring you here. But in being away from home, apart from the Derindl and my Clan, I’ve learned how uncontrolled life really is.” She looked up, her face a flood of mixed emotions. “I miss my Derindl Nest-mates. I miss the Mother Tree. And yet, I’m finding it hard to think of leaving your company.” She smiled awkwardly. “There, I’ve shared one of my secrets.”

Matt winced as her comment re-awoke vain wishes. This probing of motivations cut both ways. Time to change vectors. “Eliana, what did you want to be when you grew up? Before you chose to be a scientist?”

She looked surprised, then shy. “I … I wanted to be a teacher. Like my teachers at the Kostes Palamas school. It’s a school for crossbreeds, in Olympus. I spent half my early years there, half with my Nest-mates at Mother Tree Corinne. “

“Why a teacher?”

She bent her head. “Because they liked me.”

“And your Greek Clan neighbors? They didn’t like you?”

“They were Pure Breed human,” she said flatly, eyes rising and fixing again on him. Aware once more of how he led her. “There was always a distance in how they treated me. A certain wariness.”

“Like the Pericles group?”

She half-smiled, as if she relished his testing of her. “Not like them. Like normal people who fear what is different from them. Blood ties help. But they didn’t make me the same as them.”

“And the pure Derindl?”

Eliana shrugged, averted her eyes a moment as the tube taxi whooshed through a curve, then fixed back on him. “They were kind to me. They let me roam across the many trunks of the Mother Tree, between school sessions.” Her look became intent. “And you, Vigilante. Why did you choose to become a cyborg?”

Good. A counterstroke, even if the move was rather obvious. “Lots of reasons.”

“Tell me.”

“No.”

She looked confused, then irritated. “Hey. That’s not fair.”

“Right.”

Stiffness covered her face. “You enjoy teasing me, showing me that I’m oh so provincial. Don’t you?”

“No, I don’t.” 

Her disbelief shouted through Suit’s armor. She eyed him sharply. “I think you’re afraid to admit how inhuman you’ve become.”

Ummm. Not bad. A bit tough, even. He swallowed. “That’s irrelevant.”

She slapped the benchseat. “That’s not fair!”

“Exactly.”

Keen intelligence shone through her anger. “Explain, please.”

Once more, he admired her ability to put aside her local bias against cyborgs and engage with him. “Patron Themistocles, life is not only uncontrollable, it is not fair. You should not expect fairness in this life. Especially not from strangers.”

She looked closely at him now, a bit too close. And not with pity but with empathy. “Matt, who hurt you so bad?”

“None of your business!”

Eliana flinched as Suit’s external speaker vibed her bones. Then she smiled daringly. “Still think I’m provincial?”

Humph. Though Matt carried a library of knowledge in his forebrain, thanks to cyborg modifications, he’d always taken every chance to learn directly from life. And his self-taught tactics told him that when confronted by a smart student, try a diversion. “Who is Grandfather Petros?”

She blinked, startled by his change of topic. “My grandfather, of course.”

Behind his faceplate, Matt shook his head. “I mean, who is he socially? Politically? Culturally?”

Eliana shrugged. “Oh, he’s just my Nest-mate Sponsor.”

“What’s a Sponsor?”

She sighed, as if exasperated. “You need a Sponsor to join any Derindl Nest. It’s like a marriage arranger, but applies most of all to crossbreeds who choose to live among the Derindl.”

“Don’t you like humans?”

“Of course I do!” Her eyes flashed as that Greek temper of hers flared up. “My mother was a Pure Breed human. As is Grandfather Petros. As was my Grandmother Miletus. I just prefer the company of Derindl. They’re  … more even-tempered than most humans.” Something blinked on Suit’s chest-pack and reminded her of his cyborg nature. She looked away, her expression uneasy.

“Oh really?” If the Sigma Puppis Greeks were as patriarchally-inclined toward their women as recent Earth Greeks had been, that could explain her reticence around males, and her preference for the matriarchal Derindl. Suit’s Intelligence readout on the Greeks confirmed as much. Lost in thought, Matt ignored the first warning from Suit’s inertial-tracker. “And what’s the function of a Sponsor?”

Swallowing hard and forcing her eyes back onto him, Eliana tried. Tried hard, like she’d promised. She offered him a polite smile. “A Sponsor arranges for the necessary genetic donations to the Mother Tree so your presence won’t cause an antigen response. A Sponsor offers the necessary dowry of unique knowledge datacubes to the Derindl Nest clan that has voted to accept you. A Sponsor negotiates with other Nest clan leaders on a suitable mate for—”

“Why are we stopping?” he asked stupidly as Suit’s inertial sensor blared klaxon red.

Eliana looked startled. “What? The trip usually takes—”

“Whooosh!” The taxi’s hatch cycled open.

“Emergency Override,” said Suit.

Once more, the dam broke. Once more, ocean-time flooded over him. Once more, his perceptions changed. Time stretched from swift picoseconds to long nanoseconds.

Seven hundred eighty nanoseconds passed, Suit told him.

Light educated him first.

Instead of the well-lit, heavily guarded private dock of the station’s Trade Despot that he had been expecting, Matt saw a purple-lighted loading dock, deserted, with no one around. Shadows filled the dock, thick pillars held up the ceiling, and an air of decrepitude menaced him with its very banality.

Forty milliseconds.

Within Suit, preloaded, autonomous Defense algorithms searched scores of electromagnetic spectrums for offensive weapons, airborne or groundborne. At the speed of light, they searched.

Faceplate’s Eyes-Up display flashed on, all three quadrants filled with fast-scrolling datafeeds that immediately forced him into gestalt perception. Thoughts move faster than eyelids. He thought. Hard. Fast. Angrily.

Two hundred milliseconds.

Suit tightened as flexarmor inserts slipped into place on his arms and legs. Matt’s chest-mounted pulse Doppler radar kicked on, painting the dock enclosure with millimeter-wavelength radar. Both shoulder pulse-cannons tripped on. Bicep rocket launchers thumped with full magazine loads. He leaned forward.

Six hundred milliseconds.

Suit’s onboard intelligence CPU hurriedly took a tachyonic download from Mata Hari. It contained a recent map of Zeus Station, showing their place inside it based on the inertial-tracking sensor that had been computing up, down, forward and sideways vectors ever since he’d left the security and safety of Mata Hari ’s own lock. They were in the wrong place, which he should have noticed long seconds earlier.

Seven hundred milliseconds.

He stood up.

Eight hundred milliseconds.

Matt waved Eliana to sit still. Moving in Colossus Mode, with pressor beams preceding him in case KKP rockets were already on the way in, he stepped carefully out of the hovering taxi. His footsteps shook the loading dock as tractor beams in his boots grabbed the dock. Its dirty concrete fissure-cracked.

One second.

Sensors screamed to uplinked and adrenaline overload. Before he stepped away, Matt inserted a bayonet probe into the taxi’s Go-Fetch control console and dumped in a software virus. It would overcome any subversive programming as it reset the taxi’s guidance controls to home in on the Despot’s personal dock. Something he should have done earlier. He cursed mentally.

One and a quarter seconds.

A shadow moved in the distance.

One and a third seconds.

Four images danced on his faceplate. Mr. Shadow glowed in ultraviolet, infrared, far-infrared and yellow light wavelengths. Suit Tactical Locked-On with both shoulder lasers as his waistband nerve-gas dispensers cycled to auto-eject. Matt pulled a Magnum laser gun from his thigh holster for secondary targets. With his left hand, he reached straight out and stiffened his gauntleted fingers. Every fingertip now pulsed with powerful neodymium lasers, each keyed to a specific visible or invisible light wavelength. Some set for aluminum penetration, some for steel penetration, others for gold coating, with one for chitin-punch. And each powered up to 30 megawatts. But they were close-in weapons. On his back, Suit’s rocket launcher ka-chunked as it auto-cycled, searching among the kiloton nukes, plasma, antipersonnel, and napalm warheads for a suitable match to the Fire-and-Forget rockets stored in his backpack. With an alpha wave pulse, he selected the napalm warhead—nuclear weapons in a confined space like this would only fry Eliana and overload his radiation shielding. 

One and a half seconds.

Mr. Shadow spoke.

“Impressive. You are Matt Dragoneaux?” Mr. Shadow said in comdisk-translated Belizel.

The ocean-time partially withdrew. Matt existed half as a slow, very slow organic, and half as a lightspeed fighting system—with Interface problems. 

He breathed more calmly. “Advance. Downlink weapons systems. Avoid hostile actions. Avoid death.”

“As you wish.”

Three seconds.

Mr. Shadow grew a form as it padded out from behind a nearby concrete pillar—moving on four clawed paw-feet.

It was a Mican.

Something one part bird and one part tiger stalked out into the loading dock, its four muscular legs moving like whips. Only half his size, the Mican resembled Earth’s mythical griffin, with brown-feathered wings rising from a muscle-rippling back. At the griffin’s front end rose a narrow head filled with sharp teeth. The head perched on a long, horse-like neck. But the true threat lay in its eyes. Three eyes, deep purple and deadly somber, fixed on him. Not on Suit, but on the being inside Suit. As if the Mican could see past his opaque faceplate. The eyes moved independently of each other, on small fleshy cones—like those of a chameleon lizard. Two now watched him while one looked around the dock. 

Matt gulped, looking away from the eyes, to the rest of the alien’s body. Below the horse-neck were two small flexhands, their digits claw-tipped. Short arms supported the flexhands. The arms led to the wings and between the wings ran a blood-red feather ruff, ending in a long, needle-whiskered tail. The tail swished from side to side, malevolent in itself. He blinked, calling in datafeeds from the intelligence CPU. The Micans were one of the primary species sponsoring the Halicene Conglomerate. He had never seen a Mican, nor had he ever wished to. Their reputation for cold-blooded ferocity and mercantile rapaciousness made their acquaintance something fervently avoided by all sensible beings.

“What is impressive?” Matt asked, wishing Eliana would stop peering around the taxi’s open hatch.

The Mican glanced briefly at Eliana, then focused on him. “Your combat suit. It’s a bit crude, what with all those external fixtures, but effective. Still, we make more efficient systems.”

“So I’ve heard. Why are we here?”

The Mican’s tail swished faster. In his mind, Suit blared Threat—the tail could eject scores of poison-tipped needles—like the porcupine of Earth was reputed to do, but couldn’t. His right shoulder laser pulse-cannon Locked-On to the tail.

“Don’t bother,” the Mican said, its purple eyes watching Suit’s external systems do their thing. “I am nearly unarmed—except for my own on-board nanoware systems. They are quite sufficient for Defense.”

“Whatever you say.” With a thought, Matt told the taxi’s Go-Fetch console to close its hatch, which it did, locking Eliana inside. Switching focus, he active-scanned the spaces behind the Mican, suspicious that the alien might only be a decoy. New graphics filled his Eyes-Up display. Nothing.

The Mican laughed. Like a horse drowning. “My, my, you are suspicious. Good.” Purple eyes double-blinked. “I expected nothing less from a Vigilante. To be succinct, your Purpose is known to us. I offer a Trade—untold riches for your immediate departure from this star system.”

Matt cleared the center of his faceplate. “What riches?”

“Your life.”

He scowled. “That I already possess. What Directorate level are you in Halicene Conglomerate?”

The Mican’s neck feathers ruffled. “Prime Dominant Three.”

Misery filled him. In the Halicene Conglomerate hierarchy, there were only two supervisory levels higher than Prime Dominant Three—and each sapient at those levels controlled whole star clusters. This sapient must be the prime Controller of the entire Sigma Puppis operation, at the very least. But what was it doing here, away from the Halicene MotherShip? It must have arrived in one of the already docked starships. He moved to offense.

“How did you know I was in-system? That my ship had arrived?”

“Our gravity wave detectors are good. Very good.”

Matt hoped they didn’t have Alcubierre Drive detectors. “Why are you in-system in the first place?”

The Mican’s tail swished more slowly. “Just inspecting our … investment. No special reason.”

“How did you know I would be aboard this particular taxi?”

The Mican settled belly-down onto the dirty concrete, thin lips pulling away from sharp predator teeth. “I know anything about this star system that I wish to know. Including your imminent meeting with Despot Ioannis. I felt you should be aware of a competing Trade offer.”

“Your bribe is puny.”

The Mican growled angrily. “Your life means nothing to you?”

“It does. Why shouldn’t I kill you here and now?”

The Mican yawned. “First, because my biospores would penetrate even your monomolecular armor, infect you, and cause you a most excruciating death by torture—through the inducement of myasthenia gravis. Would you enjoy having your brain’s neural myelin sheaths slowly eaten away, until you are a mere shell of awareness, looking out at a world that you cannot affect? Alive, but in total limbo? Sentient, but unable to communicate? Living, but not experiencing?”

Matt shivered. This Mican was a true child of the Anarchate. Quick death would never do for its opponents. “There are cyborg systems that would substitute for such organic destruction, or reverse it.”

“Second,” the Mican continued, “I know something about your crossbreed woman that you need to know.”

“I doubt that.”

“Third.” It blinked again, eyelids moving like a purple shroud. “My death would cause the Stripper downplanet to release ecotoxins that will destroy every Mother Tree of the Derindl.”

Damn. Double damn. The death of nine hundred million was a good enough reason. Genocide at this scale was only too well known among the Anarchate’s conglomerates and higher diplomatic corps. Matt licked his lips. When one’s offense is blunted, try diplomacy.

“Why threaten?” he asked the Mican. “Why not cooperate? If you would abandon your mining rights on Halcyon, I’m sure the Derindl would gladly substitute this system’s airless third planet. Its crust is metal-rich.”

The Mican lumbered upright, flapping its dirty brown wings, but slowly enough to avoid activating Suit’s defenses. “I’m sure they would,” it said. “We will take the third planet—when we are finished with this one. Goodbye.”

Set, match and game. Damn. Matt watched the arrogant, supremely powerful Mican stalk into the darkness of the loading dock’s interior. He couldn’t resist a parting shot. “What is your name?”

“My name is Legion.”

The shadow disappeared.

Six minutes since the taxi arrived.

He gulped. Behind him thudded the hammering of fists on the inside of the taxi’s hatch. Eliana! Imprisoned, or so she would think. But it had been for her own safety. She had no protection from airborne spores or penetrator viruses. Matt dropped Colossus Mode, downlinked to normal organic speed, and turned back. He touched open the taxi and entered. The hatch shut behind him. Onboard Suit systems now routed them directly, without another stop, to Ioannis’ private dock. He sat down in the rear benchseat and faced his Patron. With arms folded, she glowered at him—like a cat who just had a bucket of water dumped on her. 

“Well!” she hissed.

“Well what?” Matt lay back against the interior padding of Suit, relaxing to the soft vibration of the taxi’s operation. Suffering from adrenaline washout, he wished he were alone in the universe.

Eliana leaned forward, intensely upset. “What did the Mican want? What did it say? Why did you lock me in?”

He looked back at her through the cleared faceplate. It was a sleepy look. One that would soon be offset by Suit’s accelerant chemicals and metabolic stabilizers. Suit cared for him. Suit loved him. Suit protected him. Always. He sighed. “Why? To protect you. And the Mican offered me a bribe.” 

Eliana stiffened. She licked her lips with a pale pink tongue. In her neck, long corded muscles jumped as she swallowed nervously. “What kind of bribe?”

“My life. It wanted me to leave this system and not interfere with the Stripper. It offered not to kill me.”

“Did you accept?”

“No.”

Moments of long silence followed. The taxi wound its way through the innards of Zeus Station, crossing the remaining kilometers of the giant station. He watched her. Surprisingly, she still watched him.

Eliana inspected him intently, her gaze touching here and there on Suit’s protuberances, mountings, and control panels, a puzzled fascination apparent. She seemed mystified even as she fought her instinct to shy away from him. From the “machine-person” as she had called him earlier. Finally, she spoke. “Why not? Why didn’t you accept the bribe?”

“Why not? Why not!” She flinched from the anger in his voice. Matt cleared his faceplate completely, dumping the datafeeds to internal storage. She could see him clearly now. See his face. See his coral eyes, see the tiny scars on his upper cheeks, and see, perhaps, something of his soul. “Because I hate genocidal maniacs. And didn’t your parents ever teach you it’s impolite to assume a stranger will take a bribe—before you get to know him?”

She showed honest embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I really am. It’s just that—”

“You’re not used to Cyborgs, right?”

Eliana nodded. Then she met his gaze, her look one you would expect from someone waiting to see if a bomb will go off. “I told you earlier, I’m not. But it is a fair question.”

Still limited by her bias. No matter how smart or how teachable she was, it held her back from dealing with reality. Well … she was still young. As young as Matt, actually. “Be that as it may, I don’t take bribes. It’s not smart to insult your Vigilante. And … you might try giving me the benefit of the doubt.”

“I’ll try … Matt.” Eliana swallowed hard, offered him a half-smile, then crossed legs under herself and studied him. Studied Matt like a young bird studies a fellow fledgling. As if she were seeing him for the first time.

And seeing more than just a machine’s tool.

 

The Dais Throne of the Sigma Puppis Greeks seemed lonely, backed up against the rear wall of a square metal room. It was a room decorated with woven tapestries that shouted proudly the storied exploits of Greek gods, goddesses, and heroes. True, the Throne itself was pioneer-plain—just a white alabaster seat resting on a black granite dais. As for the Despot … on the Throne sat a well-muscled, brown-skinned man whose black ringlet beard would have suited Odysseus himself. His blue jumpsuit carried a chest patch, one showing the sculptured profile of Athena Parthenos. And the man’s piercing grey eyes watched Matt very carefully.

Ioannis, Despot of Clan Themistocles and leader of all Pure Breed and crossbreed humans in Sigma Puppis star system, seemed only a little less lonely than his Throne. The man stared at his half-sister’s Vigilante with unabashed interest, a look tinged with revulsion and surmise. Sitting at the foot of his alabaster seat, beside his booted feet, Eliana leaned against the white stone of Ioannis’ Throne, a silvery vacsuit topped by long ebony hair, albino face, and green eyes now downcast. She seemed worried. Or perhaps she just needed the reassurance of home. 

In Suit, Matt stood at parade rest just five meters back from Ioannis. He and Eliana were alone with the man, having been left in the Despot’s presence by a spry Petros. His faceplate stood open, Suit rumbled at half-Alert, and normally Matt would have enjoyed the rich smells of Mediterranean cuisine that drifted up from a food platter sitting on a stone table between him and Ioannis. Except they were the cause of the current argument. He’d just refused Ioannis’ offer of food, wine and hospitality—an insult in Mediterranean culture.

“Why?” Ioannis demanded, leaning forward in his seat. “Why! Why do you refuse the hospitality of Clan Themistocles?”

Matt smiled grimly. “Because my onboard sensors tell me the stuffed grape leaves are filled with soporifics, the feta cheese is tainted with an addictive resin, the meat-paste is tinged with suggestive-hallucinogenics, and the bread is laced with a bacterial mycoplasm mold that could induce dependence and withdrawal symptoms—unless I eat more bread at regular intervals. Enough?”

Ioannis grinned, then sat back in his Throne seat and glanced down at Eliana. “Sister, you did well. He is truly a Vigilante.”

Matt killed a downlinked signal from Mata Hari, mentally negating her suggestion that Suit deposit a few nanoware gifts of their own among the woven threads of the room’s many tapestries. Instead, he watched Eliana and her brother interact.

“I told you he was powerful,” Eliana said, looking to Matt somewhat apologetically.

“So you did,” Ioannis said, lips tightening as he turned back to Matt. “What is your price for helping us?”

“First, I need information.” He chose a businesslike tone, wondering if the games were over. “On the Stripper. On the current Derindl Autarch. And on Pericles.”

Ioannis blanched. “Pericles? Where did you hear—”

Matt’s glance at Eliana was enough. Ioannis stiffened. “I understand. Ask your questions.” The man’s fingers tapped impatiently on the Throne’s stone arms.

“Where is the current Autarch of the Derindl?”

“Autarch Dreedle is on Halcyon, south continent, Mother Tree Melisen, at her summer office Trunk.” Ioannis blinked owlishly. “Next question.”

Matt nodded. Suit whirred smoothly. “Thank you. How many Clans make up Olympus Colony?”

“There are eighty-seven genoi, or clans as you call them, in our colony.”

“What is the current Trade balance of all the human Trade Clans—combined?”

Ioannis’ brow clouded. “It is good. Details are—”

“Are you in credit or debit status with the Anarchate Traders?”

“Credit. Barely.”

Hmmm. Very interesting. “Who and what is Pericles?”

“A renegade terrorist organization!” Ioannis said, his distaste plain to see as he shifted on his Throne seat. “Briefly, they are led by one Theodoros Deliyiannes Spyridon—my distant cousin, I regret to admit. It is a group of old men who still remember the Pure Breed times aboard the colony ship—they were children then—and who feel humans are destined to rule the galaxy.” Ioannis paused, regret flashing over his face as memories troubled him. “We had not paid much attention to them, figuring they would die out soon. Unfortunately, over the last four years they have raided five Derindl armories, produced quite lethal bioweapons with which to attack isolated Mother Trees, and in general done everything they could to discourage the birth of crossbreed children.”

“Like Eliana?”

“Yes.”

So… Pericles was now a prime candidate for the aerogel bioweapon attack on him. “Who is Creon?”

Eliana blushed a pretty pink. Ioannis looked irritated. Finally the Despot sighed, glanced briefly at his half-sister, then back to her Vigilante. “Creon Theodopulous is a Pure Breed human of genos Karamanlis who became infatuated with Eliana, insisted on making a marriage alliance with us, and was refused by me as her eldest brother. His current whereabouts are unknown. Is this really necessary?”

“Yes.” Matt glanced at Eliana. Her albino white face reddened to an even deeper blush. So embarrassed! She must really resent having her image of tight, precise control of her personal life punctured by his questioning. Now he better understood her comment to grandfather Petros. What else did Petros know about his granddaughter? 

Matt pursued the rest of his agenda. “How many full spectrum neonatal placental units did your predecessor purchase from Halicene Conglomerate?”

Ioannis winced. “Nine hundred.”

Incredible. That represented a huge investment for a small Third Wave colony, let alone a more recent Fourth or Fifth Wave colony. What were the Greeks of Sigma Puppis planning? How much of an increase in the crossbreed birthrate were they attempting? And why? “Is your Genetic Primary currently on-planet, in space, or aboard this station?”

Eliana sputtered. Ioannis leaned forward, showing great anger. “None of your business! And I wouldn’t tell you even if I knew!”

“Good. I had hoped some of you weren’t totally brain-dead.” The disclosure by a human colony of its Genetic Primary—the person who carried all the colony’s gene codes locked up internally, in a pea-sized quantum-effect memory device, since a physical repository could always be attacked by genome harvesters or sold out by species renegades—would be the last dying secret of anyone trusted to know who among them carried the future and the hope of the colony. “New question. Are you personally fertile?”

Ioannis laughed, sounding relieved. “Yes. I also have two zygotes in cold storage at Mother Tree Xylene.”

Eliana’s expression turned wooden. Why? Matt continued. “Do you have both Derindl and Pure Breed human wives?”

“Yes.” Ioannis canted his head, curiosity overcoming his impatience. “Are you selling an anthropology primer on humans to the aliens?”

“No.” Matt had very specific reasons for each question and for watching the two Greeks interact, none of which he wished to share publicly. “When was the last attack on the Stripper?”

Ioannis groaned, the memory pain obviously something he’d rather not confront. “One year ago. Three hundred Derindl Aggressor caste troops died, quite horribly. No one has tried since then.” Eliana hugged her brother’s leg, comforting him.

“I regret their loss.” Matt powered up Suit to full-Alert, preparing to head back to starship Mata Hari. “Last question is for Eliana. You plan to visit your Derindl Nest-mate clan, do you not?”

“Yes,” she said, looking surprised. “What of it?”

God, she was so politically innocent. But at least she owned honest emotions, unlike her brother. “Do so aboard Mata Hari. With me. I have need of a local cultural expert when I meet with the Autarch.”

She looked rebellious. “I can take a shuttle from Zeus Station downplanet. You do not need to offer me a ride.”

“I wasn’t.” Matt turned to Ioannis. “Despot, I need her. For strictly tactical reasons. Your orders?”

Ioannis grimaced. Then he looked down at his half-sister. “Sister, go with him. It’s not as if you go abroad without a male Sponsor. He doesn’t—”

“—really count, do I?” Matt interrupted. Eliana and Ioannis faced him, she regretful, he masculinely angry. “Despot, I care little that you still practice close-control of your breeding stock females. Or that your males hold most important social posts. Or that most women are expected to remain in their family compounds—until married. She has a function to perform with me. That’s all.”

Ioannis nodded. “Understood. Go, sister.”

Eliana stood up, her manner troubled, her posture reluctant, then she walked over to stand beside and just behind Matt, with eyes downcast. Interesting how she now hid her feelings from him, as if what he thought mattered to her.

Matt turned to leave, but Ioannis called to him. “Vigilante, is she part of your Price?”

Eliana gasped. “Brother!”

Matt didn’t answer, except with the back of Suit as they walked out of the Throne room. All through the outer office, past the workstation of grandfather Petros, past two bearded Clan uncles who looked protectively at Eliana, past walls hung with pictures of pioneer Greek families dominated by the family patriarch, and into the tube taxi at the Despot’s private dock, Matt thought over Ioannis’ question.

The problem was—he honestly didn’t know. She appealed to him. She was smart, vibrant, and fun to be with when she wasn’t putting down AIs. And she, like him, was someone different in a world where social differences were frowned upon, let alone biological differences. This whole colony arrangement of the Greeks producing crossbreed children able to live in Union with the Derindl was adaptive in the classical Greek sense, but it went against the Greek grain of patriarchy and family first, trade second, and all other allegiances last. Clearly, the danger of living among Trees that would kill you unless you carried the proper Recognition Antigen had forced this choice on them. 

But in keeping Eliana with him was Matt accepting trouble into his midst? Was he correct in feeling that Eliana was somehow the crux focus of several human political groups, each with their own agendas? Was he right in keeping this human lightning rod close by, exposing himself and Mata Hari to the threat of repeated assassination attempts, suborning offers, and efforts to seduce or bribe her as a means of influencing him?

All Matt knew—or felt he knew—was that somehow the solution to the Stripper lay in better understanding the dynamics between the Pure Breed humans, the crossbreeds and the Derindl of Sigma Puppis star system. The mix of the three had resulted in the presence of the Stripper. Only in coming to know the three groups would he likely find a means to destroy or deactivate the Stripper—without also destroying the ecosphere of planet Halcyon.

“Matt,” Mata Hari interrupted in a teasing voice. “You’re letting your hormones get the better of you.”

Not at all! He couldn’t be letting his guard down, could he?


CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Aboard the return taxi, Matt swayed in his seat across from Eliana, who still looked shocked by the sudden extension of her Vigilante-hunt mission. She sat strapped in, her vacsuit still silvery reflective, as did he—Suit had insisted on the precaution in view of Legion’s appearance. He was skeptical and anyway, the tube taxi possessed internal pressor fields that came on automatically in response to any sudden vector change. 

Mentally, he reviewed tactical options. They were all Matt had at the moment. The meeting with Legion confirmed the Stripper was loaded with ecotoxins that would be released by some catastrophic action—such as the Stripper’s destruction. Or Legion’s death. And the data from Ioannis confirmed the worthlessness of conventional assaults. The Derindl disaster also revealed something else—such attacks did not activate lifeweb destruction. Apparently the Stripper’s expert software allowed for a fine-scale discrimination among Threats. Interesting. 

So how would it react to a single human cyborg, like himself? How would it react to a nontraditional attack? And should Matt visit it first, the Autarch first, or the human colony at Olympus first? After all, the local Greeks had watched the Stripper for nearly two years now. They and the Derindl must have some data on the Stripper—even if it was mostly negative data on what didn’t work. As a jackleg social scientist, Matt was as interested in negative data as in confirmatory data—all data inputs helped define an amorphous problem like the Stripper. Such as how did it work? That data lack irritated him most. Readouts from Mata Hari’s tech libraries were unusually sparse, containing only a basic schematic with the notation that each Stripper was modified to fit each planet where it worked. Great! 

Across from him Eliana moved, reaching up to release her chest safety straps, apparently bothered that they bound her too tightly. Matt raised a gauntleted hand.

She stopped, looking to him. “What—”

“No!” he boomed over Suit’s external speaker. “I’ll tell the bench seat to loosen those for you. Don’t remove them until we’re—”

“KABLAMMM!”

A shock wave knocked the taxi almost upside down, throwing Matt against the padded interior of Suit.

Emergency Override came on.

Two hundred milliseconds passed like a thought.

Suit banged against the taxi’s interior metal wall—just as the wall nearest him burst open in yellow flame and black smoke. An explosion! 

Two hundred forty milliseconds.

Shrapnel bounced off Suit. Eliana looked shocked but not injured, thank the stars!

The surface-to-surface contact did it. The explosive power of the bomb followed the taxi-Suit-padding pathway and reached his head.

Concussion struck him.

Two hundred sixty milliseconds.

Matt blinked. 

His vision greyed out. His heart labored. Dimly, in his ears, Suit’s backup systems screamed for his attention. Tactical CPU yammered. Too late, the taxi’s pressor fields flashed on, protecting them from further explosive residue.

Distantly, Eliana screamed.

He blacked out.

 

 

Somewhere deep in the black dimness, he dreamed. And knew he dreamed. 

It comforted Matt.

He dreamed of his first pet, a six-legged baby groundhugger he’d found in an uprooted stump during a thunderstorm. Thunderstorms were common around his parents’ farm, stuck off on a cold, northern peninsula of the Second Wave colony named Thuringia, a Mars-like world that orbited the yellow-orange star Pl-3 Orion—just 26 light years from Sol. The groundhugger had mewed at his touch, then nuzzled Matt as he pulled the rain-drenched shape inside his farm coveralls, protecting it from the thunderstorm, the rains and the cyclonic winds. Over the next few days he’d hidden it in the family’s barn, a long shaft dug into a nearby hillside—to protect the stock from Thuringia’s strong winds. While tending the Earth-pattern clone animals, he snuck grain and fed the groundhugger, cleaned up after it, and watched its four black eyes alertly track his every move, even when his fingers playfully poked it in a tummy without a ribcage—merely an assemblage of cartilage and tendons that braced the sparse bones of spine and legs. Then his father had found Matt’s pet hiding in a grain barrel and killed it as a pest—unaware of his son’s secret.

His mother Kristin had comforted him, for a while. Then his first sister had been born, displacing him and putting more farm work on him and his stiffly formal father. Matt had tried to forget the loss and his father Benoit had reached out to an only son. The man, a stocky, heavily built, black-haired man of reddish-brown skin and an intense manner, unbent enough to tell Matt about his grandparents. Grandpa had been a full-blooded Apache Indian from the Southwest of old North America, who’d married a Scots-American rancher, while his grandma had been a Tongan Polynesian who’d hooked up with a French sailor from Marseilles, from whom the family name of Dragoneaux derived. It helped him understand his mother’s endurance of hard times and his father’s insistence on family duty ahead of personal wishes.

One day, years later, Matt was down-peninsula at Thuringia’s single spaceport of Elios, bartering with a Javanese merchant for new tiller-robot parts. His parents had stayed behind with his four sisters—every hand was needed to bring in the spring harvest of ground tubers. 

A genome harvester hit Thuringia.

But not like the first one that hit Earth in 2040 and stayed so long it had been captured.

This one had lain hidden in Thuringia’s asteroid belt for months, mapping the power emissions from farmstead hoverjets as they moved from backcountry down to the planet’s only spaceport—a Port protected by antique neon-argon lasers with adaptive optics mirrors—and then back out to their dispersed homesteads. It was a regular, agricultural pattern. With the pattern known and the target homesteads selected, the harvester ship moved. 

It went first to a polar orbit in stealth mode, where it dispatched a hypersonic Fire-and-Forget missile that took out the Port’s FTL communicator. Then it launched radar decoys—to veil the touchdown sites of its three landing craft. Finally, just minutes after the initial strike, the genome harvester collected forty-seven humans from eight isolated farmsteads. It was an efficient harvest. They did not need quantity when all they required were zombie reservoirs of sapient DNA. They were, after all, not organ harvesters or labor-slavers—they were the top of the line in Anarchate commercialism. They were genome harvesters.

In just one hour they struck, took, destroyed, and left out-system. In that short time Matt lost his entire family. 

He returned briefly to see the blasted homestead, smell the burned odor of blackened crops, and then leave, never to return. At Thuringia Port, Matt took passage out as a laborer and personal Servant to a freighter ship’s alien captain. The captain taught him his duties—and used a neurowhip when he didn’t move fast enough. Later, he moved up to Stevedore level. On other ships in other star quadrants he survived, grew taller, acquired new scars, and educated himself from borrowed datacubes. Matt also learned violence, especially controlled violence, and then discovered how much other sapients respected those beings who could exert such violence. 

A brief setback occurred when his ship was captured by optoelectronics raiders. They sold him to the foul-smelling Flesh Markets of Alkalurops, where he soon discovered why there was no universal law in the galaxy—anarchy was too profitable. The Anarchate was founded to perpetuate anarchy between star systems. And to enforce its Four Rules. Number One said no planet interferes with the internal affairs of another planet. Number Two said all planets obey Anarchate orders. Number Three said every planet pays taxes to the Anarchate—or suffers interstellar quarantine. And Number Four said no one challenges an Anarchate Nova-class Battleglobe—on pain of total destruction. 

In his dreaming, the harsh lessons of survival in an uncaring universe dominated. But Matt also dreamed of her.

Helen Sayinga Trinh. A mix of Vietnamese, Indonesian and Danish bloodlines, only her blond hair betrayed her mother’s Scandinavian heritage. The rest of her was brown-skinned, petite, and lovely. Also very wise. He’d met her at a resort planet orbiting 57 Zeta Serpentis, where he’d come as the personal Guard for an ammonia-breathing gaggle of tentacles. She ran the baccarat table, where rich beings deftly threw dice in an old-style gravity field without any use of covert pressor, tractor or gravity fields. It was simple, pure and elegant. Her game, being both honest and with a chance for the house to lose, attracted the high-rollers. Helen had taught him the love that lay beyond wild sex. He’d shared with her his love of weaving Amerindian-style blankets and the uses of a knife carefully thrown. They’d left together, hand-in-hand, heart-to-heart, on a wild venture to homestead far beyond the reach of the resort merchants who owned her service contract.

She had been his first love.

Then she’d died in the pirate attack. He’d lived and escaped in the freighter lifepod—unable to die with her.

Months later, with Matt in stasis, the lifepod drifted into the tractor beams of Mata Hari. A question had been asked. An offer had been made. A Choice had been made.

It was a life whose strangeness still amazed him. A life where he could be close to something, and yet not be affected by closeness. A life where he could insulate himself from caring, from attachment. From the circumstance of watching as—inevitably—anything he cared for was eventually destroyed, damaged, or taken from him. It was a surcease from caring, with challenging work. It helped him forget Helen—forget everything … except the Promise he’d given her—a Promise to never refuse help to those in need.

And yet, the Choice was imperfect.

Even in his dreams, caring memories returned to haunt Matt. The memory of his dead childhood. The memory of his dead pet. The memory of his dead love. Along with memories of implacable aliens doing unmentionable things to helpless people all across the galaxy. Like rude strangers, the dream memories accosted him. But there was only one of him and billions of needy people. What could he—

“Matt?”



A strange image invaded his dream universe. An image of fiery clouds, lightning, and resonant song that both uplifted and frightened him. An image—

“Cyborg unit Matthew Dragoneaux—awaken!”

In his chest, something thumped. In his mind, awareness glowed. In his hands, feet and body, electricity moved, firing synapses, activating muscle groups, changing metabolic levels, and dosing him with strange chemicals. Prodding, poking and bothering him. It could be only one entity.

“Mata Hari?” he thought.

“Of course. Are you functional?” she said in his mind.

Matt opened his eyes. He was inside Mata Hari’s ice-cold Biolab, stretched out nude on a magnetic resonance imaging platform, with myriads of optical fiber cables touching his skin. “Functional. What happened?”

“Ship status is nominal,” said the Biolab’s overhead speaker now that he was conscious. An effort to draw him away from dreams and into contact with external reality. Silly AI … . “Systems check. Think-activate your Suit systems, please.”

Damn. “Complying.” Internally, Matt thought-imaged the alpha wave codes that activated various systems of Suit. It stood by itself now, encased in a clear glass tube at the other end of the square, metal-walled room—apart from him. Did it miss him? Suit’s external systems flexed, blinked on, or shifted off in response to his mental commands. Suit looked forlorn. “Satisfied?”

“Satisfactory.”

Something pounded on the closed slidedoor that connected to the Spine hallway. Matt smiled ruefully. “Is that Eliana?”

“Who else?” Mata Hari said sarcastically. “Do you want her in here?”

“Please.”

The door hissed open. An angry Eliana strode in, hands fisted up, black hair flying, green eyes blazing. She was also quite naked. “Who the Hades gave this computer the right to strip me naked, decontaminate me, and hold me in Detention! Plus keep me from checking on my Employee!”

Matt sat up, winced to a slight ache over his right ear, and waited patiently until the optical fiber sensors retracted into the examination platform. “You did. By hiring me as your Vigilante. And by sharing the same taxi when I was attacked.” He swung his legs around and let them hang over the table’s edge, bemused by Eliana’s outrage. “Are you all right?”

“I’m flattered by your concern! The taxi’s internal fields shielded me from the shrapnel.” She crossed arms under full breasts and looked up at the ceiling voice of Mata Hari. “I presume your computer has told you what it did to my brother’s Trade station?”

“You presume wrong.” She looked down to him, her manner now uncertain. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

She frowned intently, glanced again at the ceiling, then fixed on him. “There is now a two-meter wide hole in Zeus Station—burned from the interior out to Lock Three. And all caused by that combat suit of yours!”

“I should hope so.” She scowled at his nonchalance. Matt waved his hands at her, trying to calm her down. “Hey, take it easy, Eliana. Suit was only doing what it was programmed to do—protect you, protect me, and get us both to safety on Mata Hari. How long has it been since we were bombed?”

“Four minutes,” she said, glancing around at Biolab’s equipment as if she were a bull searching for a glass factory. “But your computer didn’t have to strip me naked and shut me out of—”

“Three minutes, forty-three seconds, and 800 femtoseconds is the time since the attack,” corrected Mata Hari primly, as the AI took form in a nearby holosphere, wearing her white lacy Victorian dress with the low-cut bodice, her black hair piled atop her amber-skinned face. “And Patron, you neglect to mention that my Defense Remote met you and Suit halfway into the Station. After that, you were entirely safe within its cargo hold.”

“You, you computer, you—” Eliana choked up, unable to finish. Instead, she glared at the holoimage of his partner.

“Eliana,” Matt said soothingly. “Please, don’t blame Mata Hari for being a good protector of us both.” 

She blinked, seemed to gain control of her anti-AI feelings, and nodded stiffly. “Maybe so. But I was worried about you and it … it wouldn’t tell me anything about you!”

Matt felt touched by her concern for him the person, even if she still hadn’t adjusted to Mata Hari as a person, as someone to treat like people. “Thank you for your concern, Patron.” Eliana shivered, hugged her ribs more tightly, and looked at him the way a naked woman looks at a naked man. A pink blush began spread across her face and chest as she realized how her Clan might view their informality. He grinned. “Hey, we’ll get you clothed soon enough. And Mata Hari won’t tell your Nest-mates about this little episode.”

Eliana eyed him as if deciding whether to stay angry over his public mention of her discomfort. She finally smiled. “Yeah, this scene would look pretty strange to my uncles.” Eliana shivered again, her bare skin showing chill-bumps in the most delightful places. “Do we have to stay in this icebox?”

“Nope.” Matt jumped off the table. “But I have to check out Suit and catch up on the tactical situation. Walk with me?” She did so and he queried his partner. “Mata Hari, did the rest of the Defense programming in Suit’s Tactical CPU perform as expected?”

“Exactly as programmed,” said his partner as the two of them walked toward the far end of the large room, where Suit stood in its isolation tube. “On our end, ship pressor fields peeled open the Station’s outer skin, kept back interior gases and pressure, inserted the Remote, and rendezvoused with Suit as it made a fighting retreat from the ambush site.”

Eliana paced alongside him, arms hugging her ribcage, her teeth chattering. He ignored her natural beauty and focused on work. “So it was an ambush? What do Suit’s nano-borers and nanocubes say about the explosive device, the ambush site, and the identity of whoever attacked us?”

“They say a lot.” Mata Hari’s voice followed after them as ceiling speakers kept pace with their walk and the holo-image floated along beside them. “It was a simple C-4 plastic explosive that was placed against an interior tubeway wall, primed with a radio-fuse, keyed to a remote transmitter, and activated when some entity observed your taxi approach that part of the tubeway.” The AI paused. 

Eliana’s slim beauty again drew his attention, as did her stiffening nipples. Matt fought his hormones. “And?” he prompted.

“It appears to have been a hasty job,” Mata Hari continued. “One indicating either the mental confusion typical of you organics, or a poorly programmed alien AI that doesn’t understand humans. Alternatively, the bomb could have been one of several dozen limpet mines dispersed among the tubeways in the hope of intercepting your taxi as it approached Dock Three. If the latter, it was a failure due to your Suit’s Escape-and-Evasion programming.”

Walking alongside him, Eliana noticed his glances. She flushed again, then looked ahead at Suit. “Who attacked us!” she said.

“Uncertain,” Mata Hari said as the Biolab’s cold air set Eliana’s teeth to renewed chattering. “The bomb parts show maker marks traceable to a subsidiary of Halicene Conglomerate—a mining explosives company, I believe. But—”

“Halicene? My brother should know about this. I’m calling Ioannis!” Eliana turned to leave the Biolab.

“Hold up,” Matt said to Eliana as they stopped in front of Suit. The glass tube rose up, exposing his symbiont. Bending over, he checked out Suit’s armor plating. “First, fabricate a robe for Eliana and deliver it to just outside the Biolab entrance. Second, such parts are common on the open commercial markets. Mata Hari, are there other possible attackers?”

“Many. The Pericles group for one.” Eliana stopped in the open door, half in and half out of the hallway. She glanced back at him in a respectful way, as if seeing him as more than just a cyborg, as if her earlier concern for his safety had been real, and perhaps a sign of something else. Matt controlled his physical reactions and looked over at the glowing 3D holo-image of his partner as Mata Hari continued. “Clan Karamanlis is another—they might like to see Clan Themistocles fail. Even someone within Clan Themistocles might have done this—not all humans have your motivation to refuse a bribe, Matt.”

“What motivation?” asked Eliana, still standing in the doorway, her chill-bumps vanishing as hallway heat touched her. A floater arrived just then with a robe for her, which she accepted gladly.

Matt put his emotional responses to Eliana under tight control. “It has to do with a Promise I once made. And it’s a personal matter, Patron.” He stepped back from Suit and headed for a nearby clothes locker. “Mata Hari, what is ship’s status?”

“On vector for a low-orbit above Halcyon. Per your initial plans. Your orders?”

“Who are we seeing first?” Eliana looked at him expectantly, acting more relaxed now that she wore the robe.

Damn. If he could only think more clearly. His head ached from drugs. His right ear felt bruised. His eyes suffered from a slight diplopia that was already fading. The concussion had only shaken him up, but Matt was determined to make an overdue change in his helmet’s interior padding and webbing—there must be no repeat of his blast-induced concussion. Nearby, Eliana still stood in the doorway. A patient woman. What else was she?

“Patron, we go to see the new Autarch of the Derindl at Mother Tree Melisen.” Matt reached into the locker for shorts and sandals, then smiled at her. “Will you accompany me to my audience with Autarch Dreedle?”

Eliana nodded. “If you insist. I would prefer a return to my own Nest-group at Mother Tree Corinne, near Olympus, but—”

“But the Job comes first, Patron.” Matt pulled on his shorts and then snugged his feet into the sandals. “And it’s time you got completely dressed—your health is also one of my concerns.”

Eliana looked confused, as if his careful non-reaction to her earlier nudity did not fit what she had expected. She nodded finally. “I’ll be in my stateroom. Call me when it’s necessary to disembark and make the Genetic Donation—my blood type will give you short-term immunity from Tree antigens.” Eliana headed out into the Spine hallway, but not before he caught her thoughtful, inward look. As if she considered more than Themistocles Clan issues.

“Thank you,” Matt said softly. He turned and surveyed his combat suit. “Mata Hari—is Suit fully decontaminated and repaired?”

“Yes, it’s fine.” The glowing holo-image spoke in sync with his symbiont’s voice, which carried reassuring warmth. “The nano-units finished repairing the external armor two minutes ago.”

“Was there interior penetration?”

“Of course not!” Mata Hari looked scandalized. “This may be an old design, but it has every upgrade available on the market. And several unique to the T’Chak. Now, if a miniature black hole were brought into close proximity to the armor, then it would buckle from gravity tide surges but—”

“I get your meaning.” Matt closed his eyes, swaying a moment as hunger overcame caffeine suppressants. “I’m heading for the Interlock Pit. Make sure a decent, five course meal—with soy-protein steak—awaits me.” He licked dry lips. “And bring me some Rothschild ‘97 Cabernet Sauvignon. I could use a drink.”

“Any other commands?”

Matt grinned at the way Mata Hari’s nearby image managed to convey just the right amount of exasperation—it was nice dealing with an AI partner who paid attention to the small details. “Be patient—I’m sure I’ll come up with some. Such as a request for the entire Lineage history of Autarch Dreedle and her unfortunate predecessor. Are you listening?”

“Am I never listening?”

“You tell me.”

“I can’t—I’d be listening then.”

Smiling ruefully, Matt shut up. Thinking an image code to his scalp SQUIDs that told Suit to follow him, he exited the Biolab and stalked down the Spine hallway. Verbal repartee was all very nice, but Mata Hari was far from a clone-brain floating in nutrient solution—like those that ran the starships of some spacefaring cultures. Nor was she the engram of a real or artificial personality, impressed millennia ago upon crystalline memory matrices—like the Memory Pillars on the Bridge. His AI ‘lived’ in the pillars, but her presence filled the ship. She was something else, something more than her Mata Hari spy persona … and whatever she was, she wasn’t human. Why had she not returned to her T’Chak builders? And had her persona always been a human female analogue—or an alien persona reflective of her T’Chak builders?  

Feeling too sober, thanks to his concussion medicine, Matt reminded himself that despite her excellent human persona, Mata Hari was not even close to human-normal—not when you were built over two hundred thousand years ago by the ancient T’Chak civilization. They were aliens about whom almost nothing was known, other than that they were based in the Small Magellanic Cloud and that they built superb starships. He’d learned that a T’Chak ship is a shapechanging wonder, its flexhull capable of many variants on the current Hull Prime configuration of central tube and outrigger pontoons for the antimatter projectors. The other weapons systems were carried internally, but could easily be extruded when necessary. In between weapons blisters and projector pontoons, the flexhull was covered in laser-resistant adaptive-optics backed up by carbon-carbon ablatives. Internally, strings of fusion power plants ran its length the way a dowager wears pearls. And its powerful deut-li fusion drive had an antimatter overdrive, one that could push them up to three-quarters lightspeed. Inside, and apart from the Spine hallway he now walked, the stateroom walls were made up of transparent optical matter which required only polarizing photonics to either color the walls or rearrange their shape. That much Matt knew. That much Mata Hari had shared with him from the first.

But what bothered him most were the Restricted Rooms of the ship. They occupied half the volume of the ship, based on his own explorations. They had been placed off-limits to him and to all organic life. For his own good, she had said, explaining the Rooms were harmful to organic life. When asked how they were harmful, she had evaded. Matt didn’t like her evasion about the functions of the Restricted Rooms, and it was a seven year sore spot between them. But it was clear that Mata Hari had her own purposes, only some of which included him. And he would worry less over her evasiveness if she ever answered his first question on awakening from lifepod stasis. “Why did you rescue me?”

Matt shrugged as he walked down the Spine toward the Bridge. Mata Hari’s other purposes could remain a future puzzle. An AI ancient when Cro-Magnons first appeared had to have had many adventures, many experiences, many encounters with other lifeforms. Since it was clear the ship could outlive any organic lifeform, it had always seemed obvious to him that he was merely her current symbiont. And right now, he had a Patron, a Job, and a conundrum—how do you save a planet without also destroying it in the process?


CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Mother Tree Melisen filled the Bridge holosphere like a forest primeval, something druid-basic, a dark green biome that transfixed Matt. The millions of individual trees, each interlinked via a common root system and shared biochemistry, filled the holosphere as starship Mata Hari swooped down from orbit, aiming for an eventual hover-stop above Melisen. As Eliana stood beside him in a blue jumpsuit, his ship flew herself, not needing him in the Pit for something this simple. 

The vast forest of Mother Tree Melisen stretched over six hundred kilometers long by three hundred wide, and towered a thousand meters high at Top Canopy. Each towering Trunk was supported by dozens of buttressing trunk-arches, much the way a Medieval Gothic church upheld its high roof with flying buttresses. Such was its macro appearance. At the micro level, each Trunk housed a Derindl Clan or an industrial process, and each sported scores of massive limbs covered in a riot of green. In Middle and Low Canopy, flying things flittered and swooped about, conveying alien people called Derindl, and also conveying—at the microbial level—biogenetic codings necessary to the proper regulation of Tree Melisen’s far-flung biosystems. A true symbiotic system that expressed pure mutualism, Mother Tree Melisen took in the solid, liquid, and gaseous wastes of three hundred thousand Derindl, purified and processed them, extracted minerals, nutrients and gases from the land and air, and repackaged them into food pods of many colors, flavors and sizes that provided all the amino acids, sugars, enzymes and minerals needed by the Derindl. 

In return, the Derindl worked among the widespread limbs, leaves, and Trunks of the Tree, nourishing new growth, removing the larger parasites, alerting the Tree to the need for a new Spore, a new Antigen, or a new pathway for the slowly expanding rootstock of Tree Melisen. Much as ancient Earth monkeys groomed the fur of their fellows and extracted lice, so the Derindl “groomed” the foliage-fur of Tree Melisen. And the Tree rewarded them. Rewarded them far beyond the simple food and shelter exchange that had its origins far back in prehistory. Mother Tree Melisen protected the Derindl.

To the ultimate extreme. 

No animal lifeform was permitted within the forested confines of the Tree—unless it possessed a temporary Immunity granted by a Genetic Donation, or a permanent Immunity acquired by taking within itself minute spores of the Tree. Thus did the Tree recognize “itself,” even if in humanoid animal form. The Mother Tree was not sapient, but it had a degree of autonomous behavior which bordered on the prescient. Only thermonuclear fire could exterminate a Tree—and no Derindl had ever used such weapons on the surface of Halcyon. 

With professional detachment, Matt wondered what would happen when the Stripper met a Tree? For the moment, it ravaged south continent’s Meloan Desert, just south of them, a place of rugged xeric woodlands, harsh ravines and wind-blasted sandstone buttes. Mother Tree Melisen and the Stripper lay here, in south continent, still far away from the humans and other Derindl of north continent.

The ship came to a Hover stop above the Tree.

“Why aren’t we landing at the Port?” Eliana asked, turning to him. “I can assure you, the cross-limbs are strong enough to support—”

“Because I say so,” Matt interrupted, feeling irritable thanks to the lingering effects of his concussion. “You hired me. Now let me do my work.”

Eliana eyed him speculatively. “My, what a temper. Are we even going to see Autarch Dreedle?”

“We are. Now be quiet.” The holosphere shimmered as Mata Hari hovered on belly Nullgrav, at 4,000 meters MSL. Matt’s conscience niggled at him—what was it with him and his reactions to her? Did he really fear being close to another human, like her? Or worse, did he fear Eliana’s growing interest in him as more than an employee? Sighing mentally, he tried diplomacy. “Uh, be quiet please.”

She laughed then, but her eyes bored in on the puzzle of him, his cyborg nature, his motivations, on too many things that felt … personal, as if she really cared about him. “You know, you’re strange, Matt. On the way out here, you’re the soul of elegance and sophistication, patient with my naiveté. At my brother’s, you beat him at his own game. Even in the Biolab, you understood my … well, you showed understanding of me as a woman.” She blinked slowly, her stare reaching deep into him. “But now, you hold yourself at arm’s-length from me. Why? Do I scare you in some way? And what about simple politeness? Is that something they forgot to teach you in Vigilante school?”

“Patron, we have no school other than reality.” Matt thought-imaged a command to his SQUIDs, turned and walked back to where Suit rested against the rear wall, wondering why—today of all days—ship’s lightbeams made his skin itch; absently, he shucked off his shorts as he went. Behind him, Eliana sputtered.

“Hey. Hey! I was talking—”

“Open.”

Suit obeyed.

It turned on waldo boots, bent forward, and split along its backspine, the rocket backpack hinging away as interlocking trapdoor plates opened in Suit’s midback—much like an antique zipper. Matt stepped into the tubular legs and pushed his feet into transducer-lined padding. Mid-calf support struts locked around his shins, then others about his thighs, ready to magnify every muscle twitch into a hyperkinetic kick-jump. He felt strong. From ten to a thousand times stronger than a normal human. Squatting, Matt thrust hands and arms into Suit’s outstretched armor-arms, felt similar struts lock-up, then ducked his head. He raised it inside the helmet and stood up straight. A rumble sounded from his back as Suit closed up, pressurizing its interior. 

Sensors, transducers and padding now touched him everywhere. Flex-struts enclosed his midbody. Waste tubes connected to his penis and anus, while feeder-needles penetrated abdominal Contacts—for nutrient nourishment, drug injection, and blood gases monitoring. Finally, moving along the nape of his neck like a lover’s caress, Suit’s coaxial cable snuggled up. Thousands of optical fiber pins drove home, socketing into his cyborg implant at CV1. The omnipresent mental weight of Mata Hari, interrupted when he stepped out of direct lightbeam contact and into the shielding interior of Suit, returned with the cable connection. 

“Hello, Matt. Feel good?” Mata Hari asked. Her voice sounded normal and reassuring. 

“Good enough,” he said. “Is Suit outfitted for Antigen defense and any local bacterial and viral vectors on file with the Library?”

“Of course.” In his mind’s eye there materialized the image of a nude, black-skinned woman who smiled sensuously as she relaxed on a golden throne adorned with precious metals, gems, and ancient blade weapons. “Like my new look?”

Matt shook his head, aware that Eliana was growing impatient with his opaque faceplate and apparent silence, but feeling contrary. “Lurid. Very human. What escapist brain did you eavesdrop on for this image?”

“A human writer named—”

“Matt!” Eliana yelled demandingly over Suit’s intercom. She’d found the correct external control panel. 

He blinked, clearing the Eyes-Up displays from his faceplate. She stood before him, her green jumpsuit tight against her curves as she stood with both hands clasped behind her back, looking at Suit and at him with unconcealed irritation. “Yes, Patron?”

“Are you done communing with that computer?”

“Just about.” Her mood change from apparent caring for him to distaste for Suit bothered him. And her AI xenophobia needed to be taught a lesson. Matt licked his lips slowly, with relish, making sure she saw him. “Why, this computer gives me a really hot neurolink to my pleasure centers! I just imagined—”

“Stop!” Eliana’s face darkened. “Before I gag.”

Matt felt brief guilt at manipulating her prejudices. He switched gears. “Patron, my equipment and I are none of your concern. Nor am I answerable to you for the ludicrous cyborg stereotypes spread about by your Vidcasters. Understood?”

Eliana looked startled, then guilty. She nodded abruptly. “I promised to try. But I’ve read that cyborgs are always—”

“Jacking in so their pleasure centers get unlimited orgasms, right?” Matt interrupted, still irritated with a Patron who paid too much attention to social stereotypes.

She blushed. “Yes. But it is possible, isn’t it?”

“So is overeating to give oneself the sensation of personal security. The fact it is possible doesn’t mean every human does it, just as pleasure neurolinking is not done by every cyborg.” He stared at her a moment, puzzled by her flip-flopping reactions to him. “Eliana, why do you hate AI computers?”

She looked haunted. Then she turned aside and stared at the holo of Tree Melisen. “Do you have to know?”

“Yes. It’s the least you can do … considering how you keep insulting my AI.”

“I have my reasons!” Finally she faced him, arms crossed, expression intense, aware of her discourtesy but not eager to admit it. “I detest AIs because of what one of them did to my Grandmother Miletus. She … she was elderly, lived by herself in the colony, and the house AI was monitoring her. She had a stroke and would have died—completely normal. But the AI resuscitated her, an aware mind in a body unable to move, unable to talk, tortured by continued pain and existence. For weeks the AI insisted on making her heart beat, her lungs breath, her organs work, with her unable to say stop! It kept on. And on!” 

She seemed close to tears, head now downcast and black mane shadowing her eyes. “It was too stupid to let her die or call the colony for help, but had no orders to shut down. Worst of all, it didn’t care!” Eliana sobbed, a hopeless, heartbroken sound. “I’d stayed at the genelab too long, but eventually I found her and ordered it to shut down.” She looked up, her pain grabbing at him through the faceplate. “Don’t you understand? The AI didn’t know or care that it’s unnatural to keep someone alive after they’ve died. That’s why I hate AIs!” Eliana turned away, her shoulders shaking.

Matt reached out to comfort her. He patted Eliana on her shoulder. But he held back from hugging. If he hugged her, this would become more than just a Job. And he didn’t know if he could handle that right now. He cleared his throat. “Thank you, Patron. I’m very, very sorry for your loss. And my insensitivity.”

She rubbed her eyes and did not move away from his gauntleted hand. “When do we leave for the Autarch’s office Trunk?”

“Now.” Matt left on Suit’s external speaker for Eliana’s benefit. “Patron, take my hand. Please.” She did as instructed, moving closer gingerly, her gaze still downcast. “Mata Hari —encapsulate, pouch us out of ship’s skin, and eject us on a bearing for the Autarch’s office.”

“Eject us? That’s—”

Eliana’s words died away as the Bridge ceiling flexed down, encapsulated them, pouched them out, and then ejected them like a seed from a stomped grape. In less than a second he and Eliana were in freefall, rushing down to Mother Tree Melisen. Down. Green arms reached up for them. Blue sky watched over them. Seconds later, they reached terminal velocity for an object falling in Halcyon’s gravity well. 

Beside him, the wind lifted Eliana’s hair straight up. She opened her mouth to scream. That sufficed for atmospheric pressure changes in her ears as they fell like two rocks. Hand in hand, they fell ever closer to the tree tops. Had she ever done freefall skydiving? No. Suit’s readouts showed her double hearts beating in sync, at a high pressure reading. She was scared … and not about to show it. Instead, Eliana closed her mouth, turned away from the approaching ground and fixed on his eyes. His human eyes. She spoke loudly, to be heard over the wail of rushing air.

“Matt—we need to go by the Port first! Have to make the Genetic Donation for you. Have to!”

“Why?” he boomed over Suit’s external speaker. “Doesn’t the Autarch have similar facilities at her Trunk?”

“Probably.” Squinting her eyes against the rushing wind, she looked around worriedly.

“Then we go straight to our meeting. The Tree certainly recognizes you.”

Silence greeted his answer. Telling Suit to extrude a slipstream shield for Eliana’s head to protect her face and eyes, Matt turned away and looked down, seeing a verdant green landscape.

Top Canopy rushed up, filling his horizon, a horizon notable only for a dormant volcano that reared white-cone tall, the crown jewel in a mountain range rising far to the north of Tree Melisen. He pulled Eliana closer and wrapped one arm about her. She did not resist his embrace. “Hang on!” 

Matt blinked. Suit canted over to horizontal using its onboard gyroscope. Another blink, a thought, and a shrug worked new miracles. The avionics package came on-line. Faceplate imaged Dreedle’s Trunk, established an artificial horizon ball, and magnetic impellers in his boots kicked on, adding horizontal delta vee to their swooping fall. His airspeed climbed to high subsonic. Gees pulled at them as the fall vector curved into powered flight. The slipstream shield protecting Eliana vibrated sharply.

“Mata Hari ?”

“Monitoring,” said a calm voice in his mind as the PET relays in his scalp touched him, enfolded him, and told him he was part of something much larger, something immanent, something unique in the universe.

“Dispatch two Defense Remotes to Hover and Monitor as backups.”

“Complying.”

Silence again occupied Suit’s interior, except for the wind’s howl outside. Eliana didn’t speak or struggle, showing only deep calmness. An emotional calmness quite different from her sharp temper. Where did it come from? What depths lay within this unique woman? Blinking, Matt made sure Eliana’s jumpsuit had its own eco-controls—he didn’t want her frostbitten from high altitude cold. Did she understand that his refusal to land at the Port was meant only as a lesson to her about the nature of his work—and the value of doing the unexpected?

Whatever. Time to work. With a thought, he changed his perceptions to ocean-time.

One hundred forty milliseconds spun by.

Faceplate showed green, red, and blue light data icons scrolling by, with bio readouts on the left, mech readouts on the right and in the middle, a false-color picture of the ground painted by the pulse-Doppler radar on his chest. Far too fast for human eyes, its narrow aperture microwave signal caressed an alien landscape, feeding a digital datastream that built up reams of compressed data in his forebrain’s databyte nanocubes. On his helmet, the flat plates of his phased array Over-The-Horizon radar sampled half a continent, feeding his contact lenses a subsidiary image of incoming shuttles, commercial aviation traffic, and No Threat from the other Mother Trees.

Nine hundred seventy milliseconds.

His ears roared to the howling squeal of Port Melisen Traffic Control. Someone was yelling about procedure and ordering him to obey proper civilian traffic rules. Matt ignored them, but allowed Suit to send back a standard IFF signal. One that carried his identity, his Vigilante contract number, his Patron ID … and a request to shut off all ground-to-air missile systems. Otherwise, Suit would take them out. 

Two seconds.

Silence greeted his IFF signal.

Two and a quarter seconds.

Suit intelligence showed him a virtual reality holo that located exactly Port’s offensive weaponry embeddings—including the gas laser ballistic missile defenses. That was dangerous stuff, but defeatable with the adaptive optics that covered his outer Suit, lying among the sapphire seeds like flowers floating atop a rain-speckled pond. Only his gauntlets lacked laser protection—course, each Suit finger carried its own laser for close-up combat. Sighing, he mind-signaled Suit. Its Tactical CPU then presented Options. Matt rejected Generic Lifeform Extinction or a Needs Help alarm to Mata Hari. Putting Localized Decimation on standby, he repeated the IFF.

Three seconds.

Silence greeted his ears. But on the virtual reality holo, Threat cones blinked off for all Port weaponry, including the gas lasers and their targeting radars. He smiled. The Derindl were at least pragmatic.

Three and a quarter seconds.

“Matt … we’re there,” said Eliana.

Indigestion. Washout. Step-down. 

“There? Oh. Thanks.” Matt blinked, returning to pale, slow organic reality. He cleared his faceplate, put Suit on Standby Defense mode, and inspected the approaching abode of a planetary leader.

They flew now in Middle Canopy.

The Trunk of the Autarch loomed in front of him like a brown pillar holding up the sky. Limbs thicker than his height speared off in all directions, interfingering with other Trunk limbs. About them flew avian lifeforms native to Halcyon, their iridescent feathers shimmering like star opals. Scores of Derindl, each enclosed in their own versions of single-person Remotes, flittered from Trunk to Trunk on missions of grand insignificance, personal privilege, or intimate need. They were a beautiful people and they flew through their city treehouses the way others traveled roadways.

Suit landed on the wide limb that served as the entryway to the Trunk. Two hundred meters below his boots, buttressing arch-trunks burrowed into the dark, dank, litter-strewn soil of Halcyon, an anchor against cyclones, tornadoes, and the vagaries of sapient symbionts who sometimes forgot to do their “grooming” job. Next to him, Eliana tottered to an upright stance, smoothed out her jumpsuit, and looked at him with that deep internal calmness that so puzzled him. Was it her return to the Tree biome, the return to the familiar, that now made her so calm? 

She winked at him. “Some elevator ride.”

Matt couldn’t help grinning. “You’re a good sport.”

She turned serious. “And you take unnecessary risks.” Moving forward, she reached up to a green leaf big as a dinner plate, but fringed with sharp edges. She touched an edge. The leaf shuddered. She drew her hand away and held it against her side—but not before he noted a tiny pinprick of blood on one fingertip.

“Eliana? What was that all about?”

She shrugged, her calmness changing to apprehension. “Just saying Hello to Mother Tree Melisen. You should—”

“Welcome,” said a contralto voice from over their head, speaking in colony Greek. “Welcome, Daughter Eliana Antigone Themistocles, Human-Derindl, of Colony Olympus. Is the lifeform next to you a guest?”

“Yes, Mistress.” Eliana looked up at the Trunk’s dark brown bark. “He’s the Vigilante I hired to—”

“Understood,” said the assured voice. “Enter.” Before them, the solid bark-skin of the Trunk puckered up, withdrew to the sides to form a circular orifice, and froze, beckoning them into a yellow-lighted anteroom. “Please have your guest stand still for a moment so your Genetic Donation may be sprayed upon his suit. Otherwise … .”

“I understand,” Matt said.

In the anteroom Eliana stood to one side as, from above, a rosy red mist englobed Suit. When it was done, Matt looked to the far side of the chamber. “May we see the Autarch Dreedle? It is most urgent.”

“Certainly,” said the same warm voice that had greeted them out on the limb. “I am coming. Patience.”

The reply startled him. So the Autarch answered her own door? At her own Trunk office? Just how informal were the Derindl? Eliana seemed just as surprised.

The brown wall opposite them puckered open. The Derindl Autarch stepped into the anteroom in a rustle of robes. Matt inspected her closely.

She was tall and elfin slim, but possessed of a direct expression and flame-red hair that hung to her shoulders. From those shoulders hung a spider-silk robe, its colors a shimmer of blue and exotic rose stripes that complemented her height. The sheer robe was nearly transparent. Underneath it, her body was naked, very feminine, and very alluring to any male humanoid of the mammal persuasion.

Very human-like she was. Hands, arms and feet were nearly human, except for an extra finger and toe. Her delicate ears flared to a point like a fairy of old. Her nose was a bit puggish, somewhat flattened, but not unattractive. High cheeks glowed with a rose blush. And her eyes … her two brown eyes were luminous and deep. Too deep. Matt gasped, aware that Eliana watched him with some amusement. As did Dreedle herself.

Then she smiled.

Pointed teeth.

Those pointed teeth were probably nothing more than an evolutionary remnant from the Derindl’s distant fruit-bat ancestors, but still … . The effect was vampirish and called to mind other ancient vidpics, ones less comfortable than those of Paladin, the Lone Ranger, and similar tales of times when justice depended on the personal strength of one man. Or one woman. Matt looked away from her teeth, his gaze dropping.

The rest of her was quite satisfactory. Under the robe she showed two breasts in the usual place. A nanocube fed him their function: they provided direct blood-to-blood transfer for the infant, rather than the antibody-filled milk normal to humans. Jerking his eyes away from ruby nipples, Matt moved further down. A wasp-waist curved into flaring hips. Soft red curls darkened her pubis. When she turned—as if reading his mind—he caught sight of her prehensile tail lying in the cleft of her buttocks and moving under her robe like something alive. She pirouetted around on long-muscled, gymnast’s legs, her eyes catching Matt’s gaze with a challenging look.

Even though Eliana stood beside him, Matt got hard. Hard from the sheer animal sexuality of this alien woman. A woman who made love to a Derindl man just like humans did with each other. Unable to resist the impulse, he let Suit sniff the air. From her floated a scent of lilac and mint. Damn … . 

The Autarch canted her head … in a deliberately Human gesture. “May I see you, Vigilante? One inspection deserves another.”

Eliana grinned. “Go for it, Mistress! He’s got good pectorals. And a nice rear.”

Humph. Turnabout was not always fair play. But who said life was fair? However, he mind-edited his waist level appearance. “Certainly, Autarch Dreedle.”

Matt blinked. In an open space of the anteroom Suit projected a holo of him standing at parade rest, and fully nude, but with no sign of his arousal. The holo image rotated slowly for the Autarch’s intense, thoughtful inspection. Suit froze the graphic any time she signaled for a closer look. Her eyes roamed over his holo body, looking here, looking there, invading him. As he had invaded her. Damn. He’d been too long from human company. Long enough to forget thoughtful courtesies like extending privacy when someone was crying. Or holding them when they needed a hug. Eliana watched him while Dreedle inspected, her eyes measuring him, her expression both Tree calm and human hopeful. The Autarch faced him.

“Thank you, Vigilante,” she said. “You exhibit human genetic patterns indicative of a mixture of Franco-European, Amerindian, Scots and Polynesian sub-racial types.” Her voice tone was analytical and command-brisk. “Is this correct?”

“Correct.” This Autarch, Matt reminded himself, was a planetary leader with a brain, someone able to call upon the resources of an ancient, highly efficient society. “I am pleased to complement your study of human genetic variations. May we converse here, or in your office?”

The Autarch glanced neutrally at Eliana, then nodded at him, but not in the human manner. The nod was more of a hunch-down of the neck, followed by a outward chin-thrust. “We may. Please follow me out of the anteroom.”

Matt and Eliana followed Dreedle along a curving corridor, up an inclined ramp, and into a spacious office that lay half inside the Trunk and half outside, with a translucent bubble extending outward. The yellow sunlight of Sigma Puppis B cast a warm glow on a green grass carpet, from which rose two woven-fiber couches. The Autarch took one, then rested her right hand on the thin metallic case of an AllCall datapad. Eliana joined Matt as they both sat on the other couch. With a sigh, Eliana reached down, pulled off her jumpsuit boots, and ground her toes into the room’s grass carpet. She seemed at home, at peace. Was the Tree the source of her calmness? Whatever. Ignoring the whirr of Suit, Matt faced Autarch Dreedle, giving the alien woman his full, professional attention. She returned his gaze with equal intensity and professionalism.

“Vigilante, you sought an audience with me?”

“I did. Thank you for welcoming me to your home.” The Autarch just watched him. Matt got to the point. “You and Caste Aggressor have not attacked the Stripper since your last defeat one year ago. Why not?”

Autarch Dreedle nodded, Derindl-like. “Why not? Because I dislike losing my people to the processing vats of the Stripper. And because it was apparent that mechanical violence at our level was ineffective.”

“Have other approaches been effective?”

The Autarch smiled mysteriously—and very human-like. “The Stripper is still there, still active.”

Eliana leaned forward, choosing to participate … which surprised him. “Pardon, Autarch. But have the other Trees been unable to suggest more effective courses of action?”

“All our efforts have failed.” The Derindl woman returned her attention to Matt. “Vigilante, I assume you have a reason for not destroying the Stripper from orbit?”

“I do.” He filled her in on the Mican’s threat and his response. “A more subtle approach seems desirable.”

“Quite.” A visibly shocked Autarch Dreedle turned to Eliana. “Daughter, has Clan Themistocles been unable to bribe the Halicene Conglomerate into withdrawing its Stripper?”

Eliana flushed rose-red. “We have failed in that also. I apologize for my kin-people, Autarch. The decision by a prior Despot was unwise and—”

“Will lead to the devastation of my planet, my people, your people and our joint offspring,” Dreedle said harshly. The Autarch turned back to Matt, her manner urgent. “Vigilante, do you have a plan?”

“I have tactics. And an idea.” He smiled pleasantly through Faceplate. “Tell me—are your Trees able to do industrial-scale polymerase chain reaction copying of a sample DNA codon? A virus?”

“Yes!” Dreedle smiled back Derindl-like, with her tongue protruding; it was something else seeing it in real-life rather than just reading about it in his Library datadump. “Our Genetic Manufactory can do this. How many liters of this virus do you desire? One million? Two?”

“Uncertain, but perhaps only several thousand liters.” Matt thought quickly, wondering just how effective the spyseeds of Halicene Conglomerate might be, whether the Autarch herself had already been suborned, and whether Halcyon’s atmosphere was even now being seeded with a viral vector that would need only a signal to go plague-active. “Do you have facilities for aerosol dispersion?”

“We do.” Dreedle seemed impatient. “What else do you require?”

“Many things.” Matt stood up, Suit whirring with restrained power. “I need samples of the slag left behind by the Stripper. Plus the complete technical readout on it—to the extent obtained by your soldiers before they died. Also the rate of heavy metal buildup in your aquifers and the ore storage mode used by the Stripper.” He blinked an order to Suit, imaged a PET signal to Mata Hari, and smiled reassuringly. “Autarch, your Tacticians have command of the data I need. Maser-feed it to my ship before I leave.”

Autarch Dreedle stood up in a rustle of robes, her expression concerned. “You leave so soon. Don’t you trust us? Is that why your ship won’t land at the Port and why two Defense Remotes now hover above my Trunk?”

“Autarch, I trust no one.” Matt turned, gathering up Eliana with his eyes. “Come, Patron. It’s time we visited Olympus and your Human colony. Perhaps we can ‘talk’ to the ex-Despot of Clan Karamanlis about his barter deal with Halicene Conglomerate.”

Eliana stood, appearing uncertain as she glanced from Dreedle to him and back. “Autarch? By your leave.”

The Derindl ruler nodded, human-like. “Go, my Daughter. I hope your service to the Tree will be successful.” The Autarch turned to Matt, her professionalism gone, her feminine allure turned to maximum overload. “Vigilante—will you avoid destroying my planet in the process of cleansing the Stripper?”

Heading for the exit rampway, he called back his answer. “If possible, Autarch. In the meantime, please order your forces away from the Stripper, avoid further attack, and advise my ship when any Halicene craft comes in-system. Eliana?”

“I’m coming.”

With his Patron following, Matt marched out through the Derindl Autarch’s office, pushing away his hormonal reactions, disposing even of the liking he felt for Dreedle. He could not afford to feel lust or passion or caring for this strong, intelligent alien woman. 

He might have to kill her.

Even if she were not in the hire of the Anarchate or Halicene, she still might need to be sacrificed for the good of her people and her planet. And as a Vigilante, he had one inviolate rule—don’t get involved with a possible Target.

Whistling tunelessly, Matt left the Autarch behind, boarded a hovering Defense Remote, and returned to the ship. Eliana sat beside him in the Remote’s cargo hold, unusually quiet. As if she sensed that the calmness innate to living within a culture that practiced community ecology might soon be disrupted. Drastically.

On the way back, Suit’s sensors noticed something unusual. As ordered, Mata Hari hung nearby, just above Top Canopy, but now it was supported by four pressor beams that speared down from the ship’s belly. The pressor beams supported Mata Hari like four legs, similar to the Colossus Mode of his Suit boots. What the hell? Matt hadn’t ordered that—he’d ordered Nullgrav Hover. And he’d never seen the ship do Colossus Mode on a planet’s surface—or known that it could do so. Entering the Bridge, Matt stepped out of Suit, ignored Eliana and stood naked under the waterfalling lightbeams, in optical neurolink. He communed with his AI.

“Partner, why is the ship supported by four ship-to-ground pressor beams? And why the hell didn’t you tell me we could do something like this?”

In his mind, Matt felt Mata Hari ’s looming presence. The presence seemed embarrassed. “Matt, I’m sorry—I didn’t know I could do that either.”

What the hell? “Mata Hari —you are the ship. So where did the order come from, if not from you?”

“From the Restricted Rooms.”

What the? “But I thought you controlled them and were just being secretive. You were, weren’t you?”

The AI paused long seconds. “I wasn’t. And I don’t control them.” Guilt flooded his mind—an AI felt guilt? “They are … the Restricted Rooms are also impenetrable to me. I know this sounds strange, Matt, but I really like you and I wouldn’t—”

“Bullshit.” She stopped talking. “Come on. Out with it. What are you really hiding?”

“Nothing!” The pain in her voice was real; either Mata Hari had achieved a quantum jump in her ability to imitate human emotions, or her pain was real. As were her feelings, which had been more intense of late, more spontaneous, more … real.

“But, but … .” Matt stopped, confused and upset that now, of all times, his ship had a weird software bug in it that neither he nor she could fix. In his mind, Mata Hari hung back a little … as if she were ashamed. Suddenly, her mood brightened.

“There! The pressor beams have shut off. Don’t worry about it Matt.”

“Don’t worry? Sure.”

As Eliana looked on, puzzled by their open argument, Matt stepped down into the Interlock Pit and queried ship systems, trying to trace the data-fault. But his virus-trace kept getting rebuffed every time it came near one of the Restricted Rooms deep in the ship’s innards. Strange. Mata Hari had some explaining to do—if she could remember. Damn … what do you do when your AI develops selective amnesia?

Within the Pit, in communion with his symbiont, Matt shrugged and ordered the ship to head north to Olympus. The Job came first. Later would come a leisurely full systems checkout … in some unnamed nebula where no one could find them.

“Matt? Aren’t the ship and Mata Hari one and the same?”

Distantly, he heard Eliana’s very reasonable question, sensed her interest in him, and understood her wish to be included. But Matt couldn’t do that. Not now. Not when he had a Problem to solve.

“Please, Patron, I must work with my AI to sort out this episode, and also prepare for our arrival at Olympus. I will include you once we arrive,” he said.

Eliana sighed regretfully and turned away to head for the Spine hallway and her stateroom, pretending indifference. Pretending she was whole once more, back in the bosom of her Mother Tree. Back among people with whom she had grown up. At home. The Spine slidedoor closed behind her.

He had no time for guilt. No time for regrets. No time, even, to feel the way a normal human ought to feel when one of his tools acts up. Instead, he focused on the hours-long trip north, on the planet Halcyon, and on his Problem.

Sitting naked in the Pit, drinking in streams of lightbeam data inputs, Matt shut out Eliana, even shut out Mata Hari. He shut out everything except the Problem of finding a way to save a planet without destroying all life on it.

It was a cold, emotionless method.

But for him, it worked.


CHAPTER SIX 

 

Hours later Matt still sat in the Interlock Pit, wearing only skin. The forward holosphere occupied his full attention as he watched sexy goings-on in the Autarch’s personal office—thanks to a few nanoware gifts Suit had left behind at Tree Melisen. Just now, the Autarch was making love with two Derindl males. Behind him, the Spine slidedoor whooshed open. Matt ignored Eliana’s entrance and leaned forward. He’d always wondered just how the Derindl used those short tails. Now if—

“Pervert!” Eliana declared.

He turned and looked up at Eliana, dressed in a brown tunic and white stretch pants. Her eyes blazed with indignation. Matt folded hands in his lap and sat back—as much as his neck cable would allow. “Who says what is sexual perversion? You? Me? Some religion? Anyway, it’s irrelevant to my real purpose—obtaining intelligence on the Autarch and Derindl society.”

Eliana scowled skeptically. “A likely excuse. You’re sure you’re not—”

“Being a horny cyborg pervert like the Vidcasts say we are?” 

“I … .” Eliana rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. You explained how you’re not like that. And I shouldn’t be so quick to flare up.” She smiled a bit lopsidedly. “But as you said, for a Greek, I’m even-tempered. At least compared to my aunts and uncles.” She turned more serious. “Also, I’m not used to such invasions of personal privacy. Will you turn that off?”

Matt thought-imaged through the PET relay; the holosphere image vanished. “It’s done. Anyway, Mata Hari will scan the transmission for pertinent Intelligence. Satisfied?”

“Thank you.” Eliana now looked closely at him. Not forcing herself, nor with her usual squeamishness. She looked at him as if she cared what he felt and thought and hoped for and … .

“You’re welcome,” Matt said, his mouth suddenly dry. “And thank you for treating me as a person.”

“Matt, you’ve always been real people to me. It’s what surrounds you that gives me pause.” Eliana squatted down beside him, her rose scent enveloping him. She stared into the Pit with open fascination. “Does it hurt?”

“What?”

“Those lightbeams. The … the connections to your belly and neck. Everything.”

“Does wearing clothes hurt you?”

She grimaced. “Hardly the same thing.”

“But it is.” 

“Well … what’s it like? Being a cyborg?”

Perhaps she would understand. “Eliana, being a cyborg is just being different in some unusual ways, like a crossbreed is different from Pure Breed humans, or humans are different from Derindl.” The analogy hit home; she looked troubled. “Have you ever thought of what I am able to perceive as a cyborg?”

She shook her head, eyes running over his bare skin, the coax cable connection to his neck. Eliana then focused back on him—eye-to-eye—showing honest curiosity. “Not really. I’ve played virtual reality games where different environments are portrayed, but I don’t think it’s the same.”

“It’s not.” Matt held up his left hand. “See that? Looks like a normal hand with five fingers … nails short, skin swarthy, knuckles rough. Right?”

“Right.”

He blinked, bringing into play miniscule lenses behind his contacts, a different lens for each eye. “When I order my onboard nanoware lens to shift into place, I can see that hand in many light spectrums. Like the infrared and ultraviolet that I’m now using. Organic flesh looks different in different light spectrums.”

Eliana looked up sharply from his hand, inspecting his face with wonder. “Really? You can do that without looking different outside?”

“Easily.”

“What else can a cyborg do?”

Matt smiled, enjoying her sense of discovery. “Well—grab that piece of pipe beside your accel-couch, the one I brought in from the Biolab, and hand it to me.” She did so, hurrying back to sit beside the Pit. He placed the straight aluminum pipe atop his thumb and an outer finger, with a middle finger underneath, then pressed down with his outer fingers. “See?”

Eliana gasped at the horseshoe-shaped pipe. “But your skin looks normal. It looks—”

“It is normal, along with my bones. They just have metallic bioupgrades that increase endurance and add structural and cross-sectional strength. Your own skeletal upgrade is just a civilian version of my combat upgrade.” 

She looked skeptical. “But doesn’t it affect—”

“There’s no effect on my sensations of heat and cold—or touch.” Tossing aside the bent pipe, Matt reached out and tickled Eliana behind her ear. 

“Oh!” She jerked back, then she smiled. “That tickled.”

“I couldn’t resist,” Matt said as he indulged his playful side.

Eliana turned analytical thoughtful, like the molecular geneticist she was. “But isn’t it all confusing?” She gestured at the devices that lined the sides of the Pit cone. “How do you separate out the inputs? The feedbacks? How the hell do you handle the stepdown interfacing between human nervous system thought speeds and the …  the optoelectronic gigabit flows you mentioned earlier?”

Matt warmed to Eliana; it had been a long time since he’d worked with another human. “Eliana, when you use your lab stereoscope, don’t you employ split-screen imaging and 3D graphics rotation?”

“Yes.” 

Matt nodded. “Then next you perceive both images at the same time. How?”

“Why, I just unfocus a little to take in the multiple images.” She blinked, looking thoughtful. “It’s like a trick. You have to work at it.”

“Exactly! When I take in different visual and digital inputs from Mata Hari, it’s the same thing. But where you see three or four images, I see hundreds. Sometimes thousands.” Mental indigestion seemed to overwhelm Eliana. “Imagine looking at a hundred wallscreens at one time. That’s what I do without even thinking about it—it’s second nature to me. Instinctive.”

“Instinctive?” Eliana said skeptically. “Nothing human can take in that much datafeed without being … too different.”

“But a cyborg can! It’s like swimming in an ocean, deep down, fully surrounded by water. And the water is alive with information!” Matt nodded at the forward holosphere, now showing a view of south continent from forty miles up. “See that? I can see it in my mind—if I choose. I can smell your perfume from miles away—thanks to some miniProbes.” She looked pleased. “Thanks to my connection with ship’s sensors, I feel new senses, senses at the quantum-effect level. I taste the minerals in interstellar gas clouds. I hear the stars wailing from the other side of the galaxy. For me, it is a new kind of reality. One that is imminent, encompassing and far deeper than any known by an unaltered Human. But I am still human.”

Eliana looked skeptical, then puzzled. “Matt, that view is from south continent, but we’re now passing over north continent … on the way to Olympus. What’s up?”

He relaxed in his chair, palms resting on glass datapads, and decided it was time to engage more deeply with this bright young woman. “Do you really think all I’m doing is conducting a public parade of interviews with strangely motivated humans and aliens?”

Eliana threw her head back and laughed. It was a musical, bell-like laugh that sounded natural and unaffected. “I’d begun to wonder. Your point?”

“The view in the holosphere is a downlinked image from one of the several score minisats that Mata Hari left in orbit as we came down from Zeus Station.” Matt blinked, changing the holosphere image to one of deep sandstone canyons and ancient xeric woodlands that crawled over stony buttes and mesas. “That’s a hopper-crawler image from the vicinity of the Stripper, uplinked to one of my relay minisats.” He blinked again, ignoring Mata Hari ’s patient amusement as she listened in; as if he could prevent her peeking even if he wanted. “That’s a passive monitor Probe I left in the debris caused by our Zeus Station exit.” Matt blinked three more times in rapid succession. “Those are views—and multichannel inputs—from other Derindl Mother Trees. All part of my sociobiologic behavioral sampling of the Derindl. I’m interested in their societal response to the Stripper. Enough?”

Eliana relaxed more, sitting cross-legged on the Bridge deckplates with hands folded in her lap. “An Intelligence web?”

“Exactly. Among several other Options that Mata Hari and I are concurrently pursuing.”

“You’ve got a Plan!” Excitement flared in her eyes.

Matt nodded. “Of course I do. Eliana, I may be self-educated, but in the last seven years I’ve acquired two graduate level degrees via independent study of the ship’s Library, plus I’ve got several libraries resting in my prefrontal cortex, thanks to my cyborg modifications.” She looked impressed. “And this ship is much more than it seems.”

“So I’ve noticed,” she said, glancing back at Mata Hari ’s memory pillars. “I … I liked the traditional clothing that your AI wore in the Biolab holo. But I have never heard of a ship’s AI forgetting its abilities, or saying it doesn’t control some part of the ship.”

It seemed the Colossus Mode incident with his symbiont bothered her as much as it did him. “I know. But this is a T’Chak ship—nothing is normal about it. Including the external hull. You realize it’s a flexhull, able to change configuration at will?”

Eliana frowned and focused back on him. “Of course. I just experienced it during the pouchout to visit Autarch Dreedle. Even I’m a biologist by primary training, not a technologist. But … I know enough about people to wonder why you’re doing this parade of interviews so publicly when—”

“Threat! Threat!” keened Mata Hari ’s anxious voice. “Correction—Communication inbound. Alert. Restoring holosphere. Input now!”

Matt and Eliana looked forward simultaneously.

A dark green scrub-forest appeared in front of them. The view telescoped down, focusing in on a small domehut sitting beside a rocky stream. Next to it, a mini-ground station pointed its microwave dish at Mata Hari. The caller was directly below their flight path. Interesting. But who could be calling them?

Matt spoke aloud for Eliana’s benefit. “Characteristics of emission point?”

“The area is wild mountain forest not colonized by a Mother Tree,” Mata Hari said, her tone competent and professional. “A single lifeform is present, based on infrared heat signatures. There are no hidden power sources. No weapons emissions. No active-ranging besides the microwave signaler. There is only a climate-controlled domehut … with a single lifeform inside it.”

“Human or Derindl or alien?” Matt asked.

“Uncertain.” Eliana looked very interested in both Matt and the holosphere. “The two species are indistinguishable from this altitude,” Mata Hari said. “I could send a Nanoshell probe to enter, evaluate and report back?”

“No.” Matt thought hard—they were still three hundred kilometers south of Olympus and the human colony. “What’s the message?”

“A request for a meeting with ‘the Vigilante’.”

Matt grinned wolfishly. “Wonder if they mean you or me?”

Mata Hari chuckled. “Almost certainly you. As you were discussing with Patron Themistocles, you are the one getting the most Vidcast press.”

He nodded. “Descend. Take up Hover station. Pouch-enclose me in Suit and spit me out. The Patron will stay behind.”

Eliana looked upset as he climbed out of the Pit. “Why can’t I go with you?”

“The unknown is not for amateurs. And … keeping you safe matters to me. Personally.” As Matt walked toward Suit, his upgraded hearing detected the sharp intake of her breath. He entered Suit and locked-up.

“Well … you’re the Vigilante,” Eliana said as she stood up, her tone controlled even as she turned for the rear slidedoor. “I’ll be in my stateroom until you return. Good-day!”

“Patron! Eliana. Wait!” Matt smiled at her through Suit’s faceplate, trying to take the sting out of his command decision. She looked unsure, then walked past him to the Spine slidedoor. It closed on her without even so much as a look back. 

He sighed. Too bad. But Business is business. He couldn’t take chances with her ignorance of field contact procedures, plus she had no suit and no real protection from the forces that hunt a Vigilante. 

Inside Suit, with all systems powered up, Mata Hari spoke to him. “Matt? Ready to leave?”

“I’m ready. Execute.”

As the Bridge ceiling enclosed Suit, then spit him out into the high, cold air of Halcyon’s north continent, far above a wilderness landscape, Matt pondered the meaning of the contact.

Who was calling him? And why?

Whoever it was, he felt certain this was no random contact. Humans and aliens do not hail a Vigilante, then ask him to attend a commerce social.

 

Ocean-time enveloped him as he fell.

One hundred forty milliseconds.

The domehut loomed in Suit’s faceplate as it descended through the air. In daytime infrared, the hut appeared uninhabited, except for its single occupant. Matt blinked. His pulse-Doppler kicked on, penetrated the flimsy walls, and returned. A virtual reality holo display rotated in the middle of faceplate.

Two hundred ten milliseconds.

A single bipedal lifeform sat inside, unmoving. Matt blinked again. A bicep rocket shell erupted, sped forward, and penetrated the domehut’s thin plastic skin. The Probeshell took Hover station and fed back to him a CCD videocam image of the occupant and the domehut interior.

One second.

An old man sat in a wooden chair, in a cabin-like hut. He was white-haired and still in trim physical shape. At the moment, he read an antique paper book by the light of a battery-powered lamp. His clothing was the standard backcountry dress of a sweater, coveralls, insulated boots, and a belt knife.

Two seconds. 

The old man looked up at the hovering Probeshell, a silvery sausage that contained many instrumentalities. He put down the book slowly, folded hands in his lap, and spoke. 

Three seconds.

“I am Theodoros Deliyiannes Spyridon. May I speak with you, Vigilante Matt Dragoneaux?”

Five seconds.

Outside, he and Suit landed on bare ground just ten meters upwind of the domehut. The Probeshell relayed Matt’s stepped-down answer. “You may. Leave your enclosure. Come out with both hands empty. Then remain still while my Probeshell active-scans your body interior.”

Nine seconds.

Spyridon complied, stepping outside and stopping with his hands palm-open.

The Probeshell checked out the old man with its magnetic resonance imager. It confirmed the man held no plague viruses, had conscious control of his body, and contained no plastic explosives built into his bones. 

Fifteen seconds.

Matt stepped forward in Suit, drawing to within eight meters of Spyridon. With a thought-image, he dumped Defense algorithms into Tactical and told Mata Hari to stand by overhead. Within Suit, proximity alarms keened, Weapons Readiness showed nominal, Threat Status glowed in the left biosensor quadrant, and mechsensor Options scrolled down the right quadrant of the faceplate. He blinked-thought. Both shoulder pulse-cannons Locked-On and the Tactical CPU went Active. Targeting radar squealed into tightbeam focus, ranging lasers measured every inch of the man, and his rocket backpack ka-chunked as it loaded a napalm shell. Just for the sake of overkill and because he liked using them, Matt raised his left gauntlet, keyed on the fingertip lasers, and set them for flesh-puncture. 

Fifteen and three-quarters seconds.

“State your purpose,” he said through Suit’s external speaker, his recorded voice slowing down to standard Human speech mode.

Seventeen seconds.

Spyridon eyed him grimly. “I would like to talk with you about your job assignment for Clan Themistocles. And I am glad you left that crossbreed woman behind—she is a threat to you.”

Fifty-four seconds.

Should he relax? Should he ease the Alert and Tactical modes, leaving  Suit to handle things on auto-Defense? But then, Spyridon’s voice tone had been venomous when he used the word ‘crossbreed’. What the hell … in life, you took chances. 

Matt blink-imaged a thought, declined Mata Hari ’s protestations, and waited until organic reality shimmered to a slow crawl in front of his cyborg eyes as he left ocean-time. He answered the man in normal, human mode. “Let me guess. You are from the Pericles group?”

“I am Pericles!” Fury shone in angry grey eyes. “What’s left of it. I and a few others. Only we hold to the Pure Breed. The rest … .” The old man sighed, looking infinitely tired. “The rest have succumbed to the lure of offspring, even chalk-white albinos with tails!”

“How is she a threat to me?”

Spyridon reached for a coverall pocket. “Here, let me show you—”

“Freeze!”

Suit’s booming speaker-voice startled Spyridon. He froze, one hand half-lifted. 

Inside, in Suit, Matt worked furiously to dampen down Suit’s autonomic Defense subsystems. They’d almost blasted Spyridon with double pulse-cannon blasts. Still, hair-trigger reflexes were better than dead reflexes. He blinked. His chest-pack Utility dispenser emitted a miniature gyrocopter Probe. It whirred over to Spyridon, extracted the flat optical disk from his coverall pocket, returned halfway, hovered, and awaited instructions. Matt spoke for Spyridon’s benefit.

“No sudden moves. Or next time, I might not override my suit systems. Understood?”

Spyridon nodded slowly, now a bit rattled by all the ferocious weaponry focused on him. “Understood. Sorry. But I thought you’d want to know … the disk contains true images of the crossbreed woman meeting with Halicene Conglomerate emissaries—prior to the Stripper emplacement. It shows her grandfather Petros acting as an intermediary. It shows a credit worth five neonatal placental units being posted to her account at Lyonnaise Central. It shows—”

“So what?” Matt interrupted. “It shows many things that could easily be faked digital videos, bank transactions that imply corruption … but were made without her knowledge, and she held the post of Emissary during the early negotiations of Clan Karamanlis with the Halicene Conglomerate. Before the contract went sour.” He cleared Suit’s faceplate, wanting the man to see his eyes and his expression. “Elder, you waste my time with insinuations. Do you have facts or useful hypotheses for why this planet is about to die from ecoshock overloading of its biosphere?”

Spyridon swayed a bit, his face pale. “May I sit on the ground? At ninety years of age one enjoys resting.”

Matt waved his gauntlet. “Sit. Speak. Educate me if you can.”

Spyridon sat down and looked aside at the beauty of a summer day. A cool, brisk wind fluttered the needles of scrub-pine analogues, amphibians croaked in the nearby stream, and avians whistled high overhead as they circled, hunting for a meal. The Greek sighed. “This was once a beautiful planet. It still is. Only the humans despoil its promise… by not remaining faithful to the Pure Breed.” The man’s gaze shifted from scenery to him, to his eyes. “Vigilante, I care little if the Stripper despoils this planet, kills the Derindl, and enslaves the crossbreeds. But I do care to save the possibility that sometime, in the future, a new generation of Pure Breed humans may rediscover their ancient heritage, claim the land due to humans, and found a new colony faithful to the memory of Pericles of Athens, Leonidas of Sparta, and Alexander of Macedon.”

“What does all that have to do with the Stripper?” 

“Everything.” Spyridon smiled like a merchant offering a used guarantee. “When a human loses his honor, he loses his resistance to corruption. To lying abed with abominations. To making deals for short-term gains.”

“Go on.” Briefly, Matt checked his outlying Remotes, making sure no other sapient approached while he was occupied with Spyridon—although Mata Hari would be covering those fronts in back-up mode. 

“Are you going to meet with former Despot Nikolaos Telemachus Karamanlis?”

“Yes.”

“Then be alert.” Spyridon stood up slowly and brushed dirt off his coveralls. “He is a sly one. He fornicates with Derindl women—three of them at once! And he is the one who made the deal—so he could have a male heir.”

“So what?”

“So if you destroy the Stripper, or force its withdrawal, the nine hundred neonatal placental units he bought with his devilish contract will be forfeit to the Halicene Conglomerate. Though he now has a son, he would lose the chance to have more children. And the infant male is sickly.” Spyridon grimaced sourly. “Would that not give him a motivation to obstruct you?”

In Suit, Matt watched Spyridon’s every move, much as he would a poisonous snake. “It would. Except that destruction of this planet’s lifeweb assemblage will affect all of Olympus Colony, including him.”

“If he were still on-planet,” Spyridon whispered, smiling dead-flat.

Ahhh. “And just where would he and Clan Karamanlis go?”

“You might ask that question of the Halicene Conglomerate,” Spyridon called back as he turned and made for the domehut. “You might also ask that crossbreed woman whether two crossbreeds are mutually fertile—or if they too require a neonatal placental unit to birth their abominations!”

Matt watched as Theodoros Deliyiannes Spyridon walked inside.

An angry, embittered, hateful old man he was, but a man who still cherished one small ember of hope. The hope that, once the crossbreed humans and the unmodified humans of Olympus colony destroyed themselves, he could walk in, pick up the pieces, and build a society to his liking—one of Pure Breed humans with nary a tinge of alien genome contamination. Assuming, of course, that the Stripper left behind a habitable planet. But would Spyridon mind it if the Stripper destroyed several dozen Mother Trees and greatly weakened Derindl society, thus allowing humans to dominate Halcyon’s biosphere? Matt doubted Spyridon would mind that at all. He might even consider it … the just revenge of the gods.

On his return flight to Mata Hari, two Probeshell images plagued him.

One image was of an unopened book lying beside the old man’s chair inside the domehut. Its title was The Republic. Its author was Plato. The second was of the book Spyridon had been reading. Its title was Mein Kampf, by one Adolfus Hitler of Linz, Austria. 

Why did a man who believed in the philosopher-kings of Plato, and a firmly ordered, top-down society, pay attention to the racist paranoid meanderings of a long-deceased Austrian infantry corporal?

Whatever the meaning, Matt was convinced that Spyridon and the Pericles group would be formidable opponents. For their own reasons. And, strangely, perhaps an ally. Picking when they would be one or the other would be the test of his strategic instincts. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

On the Bridge, in the forward holosphere, Matt’s next landfall shone bright as Athena’s shield. Olympus. He leaned forward, drinking in the view.

The Greek colony sat in the middle of the rugged Tharsis Plateau, surrounded on all sides by white-capped peaks. Below the snowy peaks, scrub-pine forests shimmered jade-green as they undulated over the foothills, their symmetry rarely broken by a bald spot. And in the flat bowl of the plateau, agricultural fields planted with hybrid Earth-Derindl food stocks looked newly shorn, with only brown stubble left behind by an early fall harvest. In the valley’s center, within the white stone walls of the urbus, there flowed a meandering snowmelt stream that brought good cheer to baker, merchant, mechanic and software writers alike. As a city design, it was basic. Simply white stone blocks, yellow wood beams, and silvery steel arches arranged in a checkerboard scatter of domes, towers and living blocks. 

But in the middle of the urbus, like a diamond broach set at the throat of a highborn woman, rose the spearlike tower that housed Clan Themistocles. And Ioannis’ younger half-brother, Kanstantinos. It was the current seat of Power, but that was not their objective. No. The Meeting Hall of Clan Karamanlis lay elsewhere. That was a geodesic dome of steel, glass and wood, erected on the edge of Olympus’ warehouse district. Its placement far off the normal route of hoversled traffic harkened back to the dirty wharves of Piraeus, the early seaport of Athens. It also suggested a loss of Clan status due to their recent misadventure with the Halicene and the Stripper.

Light flared, drawing Matt’s attention.

A ground-to-space shuttle took off from the far side of the city, steam pouring from its exhaust throat as ground-based lasers beamed heat energy into its base, turning on-board water fuel into superhot steam. It was powerful steam, especially when confined by an exhaust nozzle, and strong enough to push the shuttle nearly to orbital speed. High up, at the hypersonic threshold and just at the boundary of sky and space, the shuttle would ignite its liquid hydrogen fuel and rendezvous with Zeus Station.

Closer to home, between Mata Hari and the shuttle port, only cargo-carrying hoversleds moved. The richness of personal Remotes found in Mother Tree Melisen was not yet present in the rough and ready Human colony. Here, people walked. Or rode bicycles. Or took the maglev bustubes that whooshed through rings of superconducting metal. All in all, it was a city layout common to most human colonies.

Except for the sky. The turquoise-blue sky of Halcyon, where avians flew in wheeling clusters and the honey glow of Sigma Puppis B filtered down through milk-white clouds. It was beauty pure and heart-rending to one plagued by memory pain.

Behind Matt, the Spine slidedoor opened. Eliana entered the Bridge, dressed in an attractive black and green-checkered jumpsuit. Moving stiffly, she took her seat in the accel-couch. From inside the Pit, he nodded at her. She nodded back but did not speak—apparently still upset that he hadn’t called her immediately after his return from meeting with Spyridon. Eliana expected him to confide everything in her. After all, she was his Patron. Matt felt otherwise and usually kept his own counsel. Since she was too proud to ask him for news, she simmered. But there was an overlay to her expression he couldn’t quite place.

Well, this was silly. “Patron, we go now to see your cousin Nikolaos Telemachus Karamanlis. His office just confirmed my appointment.” Matt stepped out of the Pit, walked back to Suit, entered, locked up, and cleared his faceplate. “Are you ready for our meeting?”

Eliana looked back. “No, I’m not.” 

What now? “Explain, please.”

“Explain?” She watched Matt as he walked up to her accel-couch. “Well, I’ll try.” The stiffness left her face and, once again, the honest friendliness of her earlier discussion with him shone through. “Matt, this is the first time I’ve been home in over a year. Remember my school? The Kostes Palamas School for crossbreeds? My only niece goes there. Calyce. She … she means everything to me. Can we detour and see her first? Before seeing Karamanlis?”

Matt considered the request. It had cost her a lot to swallow her pride and ask him, rather than order him, like an employee. Well, at least the request would screw up everyone’s schedule. But she still needed to do better at sharing with him. “Why, Patron?”

Eliana looked haunted. “Because I’m afraid. I’m afraid this battle with the Stripper will cost me my life. Traveling in the Anarchate taught me how little human life is valued by aliens.”

A good reason and the beginning of wisdom. “Why see your niece then, rather than your half-brother Konstantinos? Or your parents?”

“My parents are both dead, including my Derindl father—as you probably already know. And Konstantinos cares only for business.” Eliana looked down, black hair waterfalling over her brow as the haunted expression turned to one of overwhelming need. “My niece Calyce is the only grandchild of grandmother Miletus, Petros’ wife. I owe something to her memory. And Calyce, she … she reminds me of when I was her age. Her earnestness. Her drive. I never had a sister. In a way, she’s like my younger sister. Can you understand that?”

“Yes, I can. Once, too long ago, I had four sisters—before my family was killed by genome harvesters.” Eliana winced, then showed sympathy for his loss. No surprise, though. It was clear that her bravery in leaving Sigma Puppis to find a Vigilante had not only shown her the cheapness attached to life by some species, but had also educated her to the value of a talented employee, like Matt. Would she learn to feel something for him, something beyond employer to employee appreciation? Had she already found something in him to care for? “However, I’m under time pressure here. We’ve been attacked steadily since you found me. Visiting this school may put the students in harm’s way. Do you really want that?”

Eliana shook her head. “No—of course not! But no one would expect us to visit the school. It’s not a political place or anything. And I fear I may never see Calyce again. Please?”

Matt sighed, reluctant but willing to act illogically. It was a human talent that Mata Hari didn’t understand, but which complemented well his cyborg nature. He ignored his symbiont’s unspoken skepticism. “Patron, we can visit your school if you don’t call ahead. Surprises and all that. Agreed?”

Eliana smiled now, innocently happy. “Why, why—all right. It’s in the southwestern quadrant of the city. That building there, in the park.”

He turned to the holosphere, blinked, and enlarged the school’s image. Kostes Palamas School was a white stone rectangle with red tile roofs, glass skylights, and a hollow middle that contained a green-carpeted atrium. Bordering the atrium’s four sides were long lines of Doric columns, in a Classic stoa portico design. The design allowed interior rooms to open out onto the atrium, with its garden and central pond. 

The back of his neck twinged at the socket connection as his AI partner PET-imaged her frowning disapproval. Too bad, I’m the Boss, he thought back. “Mata Hari, will you enclose us in a pouch, then set us down in the atrium of the school? Next, advise Karamanlis’ scheduling AI we will be late for our appointment.”

“As you direct,” Mata Hari said. Her disapproving tone carried the suggestion that once more he was letting hormones rule his decisions. 

Was he? Right now he didn’t care to analyze his feelings about Eliana Antigone Themistocles. Instead, he reached out to her. “Patron, please take my hand. The tractor beam will be gentle in setting us down, but the passage there can be windy. As it was at Mother Tree Melisen.”

“Of course,” Eliana said. She stood up and walked over to him, her gaze sincere. “Thank you, Matt. This means a lot to me and, and … darn! I’m not very good at this. Like I said earlier, growing up among Greeks teaches you to keep secrets, show a cool persona, and confide in few.” Her eyes caught his with a wondering look.

Matt could understand her fumbling for the right words. Being around other humans always did that to him. “You’re welcome.” He smiled at her, then addressed his symbiont. “Mata Hari, pouch us out and transport.” 

The floor’s flexmetal sagged into a bowl, became a dark pouch, then opened to blue sky. The ship tossed them at the school, like Prometheus thrown down from the domain of the gods. No tractor beam guided their fall. My! An AI temper tantrum! Not bothering with a reproof, Matt had Suit’s Nullgrav impellers land them in the atrium garden.

In seconds they were surrounded by Earth-stock ferns, roses, creeping vines, oleander bushes, pomegranate trees, and hundreds of flowers. In the atrium’s center, a blue pond flashed to the rainbow colors of carp. The carp were mainly orange and yellow-scaled, of great age, and their perfect form showed an award-winning lineage. Perhaps direct from the temple gardens of Kyoto? A master gardener had been at work here. Human or Derindl? Or maybe a crossbreed? Behind them, bare feet scraped to a stop under the column-lined portico. A woman gasped, then peered at them. 

“Eliana?” 

“Larissa!” Eliana squealed, running up to the newcomer. The two women fell into each other’s arms.

In Suit, Matt watched the reunion. Larissa was a white-haired, very old woman dressed simply in an old style Greek peplos robe, topped by a himation mantle pinned at each shoulder. Her white hair was carefully braided and piled atop her head. Long fingers and sun-darkened brown skin told him she was Pure Breed human rather than a crossbreed. He blinked, ordering Suit to Tactical Standby, with Defense algorithms on auto. He still had a job to do. On his faceplate, scrolling icons confirmed Larissa had but one heart and no bioupgrades. No mech weapons. No sign of hidden bioweapons. And unlike many humans, she did not show fear of Suit. Instead, the old woman looked him over, her gaze thoughtful and measuring. “But who is this?”

Eliana glanced back at Matt. “Larissa. I’ve come … best to start at the beginning. This is the Vigilante Matthew Dragoneaux. He’s agreed to help us get rid of the Stripper.”

Old Larissa nodded firmly. “Good. This idiocy of Nikolaos will ruin us yet if a solution isn’t found. And soon. But why are you two here, rather than south continent?”

“Oh, lots of reasons!” Eliana chattered like a magpie, telling Larissa about their trip out from Hagonar Station, the attacks, the meeting with Ioannis, the encounter with Dreedle—she would have mouthed off about Spyridon if Matt hadn’t raised a hand at that part of the history. Eliana finished up lamely, looking from him back to the surrounding school buildings. “So I came to see Calyce. Is she here?”

Larissa smiled. “She is. Are you planning to see Nikolaos?”

Matt broke in—security came first and Eliana needed to stop blathering. “We hope to, Mistress Larissa. Exactly when is uncertain.” Eliana raised an eyebrow. “I thought it would be useful to visit Olympus, see your people, and learn a little about your way of life. That coincided nicely with Eliana’s wish to visit her niece.”

Larissa raised her eyebrows. “That sounds logical.” The woman’s matter-of-fact manner made him warm to her. “Matthew, uh Vigilante, what do I call you?”

He bowed in Suit, its flexarmor creaking. “Matthew is too formal. Matt is fine.”

“Too formal?” Grey eyes twinkled. “Well, it’s not every day you find a walking battle-tank in your garden. Come along, you two. Calyce is in the Sixth Level Discussion class. I was just heading there to lead the Integration discussion on molecular biology and genetics. You’re welcome to listen in.”

“Thank you,” Eliana said, beating Matt to the words, her eyes bright and mischievous as she walked beside him. What was she up to? And why did he enjoy competing with her to please old Larissa?

They followed the woman out of the atrium. Matt bent in Suit to avoid knocking down the stone lintel marking the transition from garden to portico hallway. Otherwise, he’d have brought down the entire building. A building that, on closer inspection, replicated the classical Greek gymnasia schools of the agora. Turning right, they walked down a colonnaded hallway, with ashlar-block walls on the left, grooved Doric columns on the right, and his boots striking echoes from the wide flagstones. Ahead walked Larissa and Eliana, arm-in-arm. 

Matt followed, wondering at the quietness, the peacefulness, and the serenity of the school. On Thuringia, he’d never attended a real school—just worked with a teaching machine and received lessons from the Port over the vidnet. Until the raid. After that, it had been catch-as-catch-can, learning the hard knock lessons of life. Science and machinery had always interested him, but the leisure of unthreatened study and education was a byproduct of stable human colonies, not something you got bouncing around alien-infested space. Watching confident, relaxed Eliana as she walked up front, Matt wondered what she would think if she knew he envied her those childhood experiences too many take for granted.

They entered a classroom filled with crossbreed albino boys and girls aged ten to twelve. The boys were dressed in plain white chiton tunics, while the girls all wore brown peplos robes like Larissa’s. The children were seated in a half-circle of computer chairs that faced a low platform, their small Derindl tails poking out from their simple clothing. They looked up as Larissa and Eliana entered. His entrance after them drew gasps of surprise and some looks of fright. But one black-haired young girl—about ten years old—ignored him, shrieked her delight, and ran to Eliana. 

“Aunt Eliana! Where have you been? The genoi said—”

“Threat! Threat! Threat!” 

Suit’s proximity alarm shrilled loud enough to deafen everyone. Matt slapped his chest, resetting the Defense Zone to one meter, and felt embarrassed. Everyone was looking at him now—Old Larissa, the young girl who hugged Eliana tightly, and the entire class of twenty kids. Some days it doesn’t pay to … .

“Matt,” said Larissa encouragingly. “Will you say hello to my class?”

“Yes, Mistress.” Matt repeated his ID, trade and task for the class, and explained briefly about combat suits. “Please don’t mind Suit’s proximity alarm—it’s set to protect me. It interpreted this girl’s running—”

“Calyce,” Larissa interrupted with a wry grin.

“Calyce’s running toward me as a possible Threat. But don’t worry—I’ve instructed Suit to accept you all as friends while I am among you.”

Most of the students relaxed, except for the younger ones who seemed totally entranced by something so different from their biology-based Tree culture. He ignored their shy looks, ignored faceplate’s flashing images, ignored the security feeds from Perimeter Remotes that Suit had seeded on their flight down, and watched instead his Patron. Eliana finished hugging and kissing Calyce, then looked to patient Larissa.

“Teacher, please continue with your Integration class. I’ll sit on the floor beside Calyce, and Matt doesn’t get tired standing in Suit.” Eliana turned to Matt. “Uh, Matthew, these children are very, very smart. It’s the result of their crossbreed heritage, and the need to … learn genetics and ecobiology at a young age. So they will be welcome when they live at the Mother Trees.”

Larissa looked aside at him, considered Suit, then turned back to Eliana. “Thank you, young one. Anyway, your visit offers an opportunity to educate our children about the machine-based culture of the Anarchate.” Larissa’s hawk eyes peered at Eliana. “And have you ever considered that he might be curious about us and the Trees?”

Eliana looked startled. “Why, I assumed his ship would—”

“Assumed?” Larissa interrupted, moving to take her lecture post on the Integration platform. Standing calmly, the old woman clasped hands over her waist and swept her gaze around the classroom. “Children, what are the dangers of assumptions?”

A young boy of about ten looked up from his datapad and worktable computer screen, his expression serious. “Teacher Larissa, assumptions lead to error. Error leads to mistaken action. Mistaken action can lead to ecosystem imbalance, trade imbalance or the loss of useful allies.” He looked at Suit. “This man is different, but he may not be that much different from us as a person.”

The boy’s insight surprised Matt. “A good point,” he responded. “In fact, my ship’s Library holds much data on Halcyon and the Derindl. But it knows little about your lives and what it is like living in a biology-based society. What is it like?”

Larissa smiled at him, then scanned the room. “Who can tell Mr. Dragoneaux what it’s like living on Halcyon?”

Several children looked blank. The possibility of living otherwise was not something they’d thought much about. And the possibility of a life not dependent upon the food products, antigens and mutagens made possible by an ancient society well-versed in biotechnology must seem very strange to them. 

Larissa prodded them. “Miltiades—assume Mr. Dragoneaux knows nothing of the human genome, the Derindl genome and molecular biology. Where would you start?”

Miltiades was a boy no older than ten who looked startled at being singled out. He gulped, then leaned forward in his chair. “Teacher, I would start with what we humans are—in organic and genetic terms.” At Larissa’s encouraging nod, he continued, looking at Suit. “Mr. Dragoneaux, humans are biologically defined by our genome. The genome is made up of twenty-three chromosomes, which in turn are composed of DNA and RNA-containing genes, which themselves contain double helix strands of nucleotides.”

“And?” Larissa prompted as Eliana looked on proudly from the side of the room. 

The boy smiled shyly. “And the nucleotides are made up of chemical bases, phosphoric acid groups and sugars.”

“Miltiades,” Eliana said, “what are the four chemicals making up a nucleotide base?”

“Adenine, thymine, guanine and cytosine,” Miltiades said promptly.

“Good,” Larissa said, her gaze leaving Miltiades … to his obvious relief. “Children, how do these four chemicals combine to spell the genetic code that says human?”

“That was too easy!” complained a girl of about twelve who sat next to Miltiades. The boy looked irritated at the return of class attention. Larissa looked patient.

“Miltiades?”

“They combine only in pairs of adenine-thymine and guanine-cytosine. AT and GC, Teacher. They were originally called Watson-Crick base pairs. They spell out the alphabet of the human genome, although epigenetics determines which gene is active and which is inactive, and which genes express proteins.”

“Correct.” Larissa turned to the twelve year-old girl, her thin face set firmly in concentration. “Polyxena, how many genes are there in the human genome?”

“Thirty-two thousand, one hundred and forty-two,” she said hurriedly, “although the Derindl genome has ten thousand more.”

“Let us leave Derindl genetics aside for the moment,” Larissa said, smiling encouragement to Polyxena. “How many nucleotide base pairs make up these human genes, and the genome?”

“One billion, one hundred forty-seven thousand, nine hundred and twelve,” chirped Polyxena. Matt smiled. The girl’s bright personality and eagerness to please reminded him of his youngest sister Elaine when she would … . His stomach twisted at the memory pain. Hurriedly he shut it away, hoping he controlled his eyes. The faceplate was still transparent. 

Eliana looked over at Larissa, raised her hand, caught the woman’s nod, and stood up. She pointed at a boy who seemed about eleven going on the seriousness of forty. “Young man, in my field of genetic analysis we use transfer RNA to read the messenger RNA inside a cell, then we use it to transfer the ‘read’ genetic message to another cell or plasmid. In what mode does tRNA ‘read’?”

“My name is Demetrios,” the boy said formally. “The mode of reading by tRNA is in groups of three bases, which we call codons. Each codon corresponds to one of the twenty amino acids in a cell.”

Eliana nodded approvingly. “Good, Demetrios. What is a termination codon?”

Demetrios sat up, looking very self-important. “A termination codon is a three-base group that stops protein assembly in the cellular ribosome because it lacks tRNA. “

His Patron wasn’t going to let the boy’s formality get in the way of her objective. “Demetrios, what are polymerases and how do they help in genetic expression?”

“They are enzymes that sequentially link adjacent nucleotides, helping the tRNA make DNA copies. Madam.”

Eliana looked nonplussed. Larissa clapped her hands approvingly. “That is a good start for our guest … from our younger students. Now, let us assume Mr. Dragoneaux is more interested in gene copying, gene transplants and transgenic biochemistry.” Larissa pointed to an older brown-haired girl who seemed about twelve years old, sat stiffly in her chair, and had been watching his education in molecular genetics with a self-satisfied smile. “Andromeda! Before we began using automated DNA sequencing systems based on laser fluorescing and tracking of marker genes, what did our ancestors back on Earth use to ‘map’ human genes—before the human genome was finally mapped in the early twenty-first century?”

Andromeda looked surprised, as if she expected her teacher to ask her a modern day, cutting science question about how to combine the human and Derindl genomes, instead of one about ancient history. She swallowed nervously. “Teacher, I think they used pulsed field gel electrophoresis to map DNA fragments.”

Larissa nodded approvingly. “Good, Andromeda. But that technique was used to read fragments measuring several thousand to several million base pairs in length. What did they use to visualize shorter ones … of a few base-pairs up to a few thousand?”

The older girl looked stumped. At the side of the classroom, Eliana looked down to Calyce. “Niece?”

Calyce spoke, her voice bright and confident. “Aunt Eliana, they used submarine electrophoresis in conjunction with Southern blot hybridization. They used uncloned genomic DNA or fragments that had been cloned into lambda, plasmid or cosmid vectors. The Human Genome Mapping project of old Earth made great strides with the use of the Hood laser sequencer, which generated the vast number of electrophoretic gene templates that allowed us to see gene structure. To double-check, they used twofold oversequencing to unambiguously determine the sequence of each nucleotide strand and of each chromosome so that—”

“Enough!” Larissa called out, hands held up in surrender; she then looked at Suit. Grey eyes dived through his faceplate. “Perhaps Mr. Dragoneaux has questions he would like to ask?”

Matt disliked being on the spot, let alone surrounded by so many super-smart children. But he saw no harm in cooperating with this teacher’s lesson of the day. He focused on overconfident Andromeda.

“Andromeda, in recombinant DNA genetic engineering, such as that used in improving some agricultural crops, what are the two vectors of preference for transplanting genes?”

The girl sat back in her chair, looking relaxed and confident. “Bacterial plasmids of two gene size or larger, and retroviruses.”

“Correct.” Matt refused to give up. “Uh, how was the blood disease sickle-cell anemia first cured through gene transplants?”

Andromeda scowled, thinking hard; off to the side, both Eliana and Larissa seemed pleased with his question. The girl looked up. “That would be the pioneering work of Dr. Richard Mulligan, the first person to make retroviruses serve as ‘trucks’ to transport healthy genes into sick cells. In cooperation with Richard Mann and David Baltimore, he set out to do the first genetic engineering. Dr. Mulligan knew that sickle-cell anemia is caused by a mutant gene that makes the beta-globin protein in hemoglobin take a sickle-like shape, causing a loss of oxygen flow to internal organs.” 

The girl paused, caught her breath, and eyed him challengingly. “To reprogram the hemoglobin cells to produce more beta-globin—and not too much alpha-globin—Dr. Mulligan used cutter enzymes to isolate an unmutated beta-globin gene. After splicing the gene into a harmless retrovirus, he spliced the virus ‘carrier’ into a bacterial plasmid ring able to infiltrate mouse cells.” She paused, looking to Larissa; the teacher nodded for her to continue. “The mouse cells became biogenetic factories that produced copies of the implanted beta-globin gene surrounded by ‘acceptable’ retroviral shells. The gene-carrying retroviruses left the mouse factory cell, entered a mouse stem cell, and inserted the beta-globin gene among the stem cell’s genes. Then the genetically altered stem cell began producing both red and white blood cells, both carrying the beta-globin gene. In humans, this lab protocol was used to implant genetically altered human hemoglobin cells into fibroblasts that were injected into the bone marrow of persons with sickle-cell anemia. Normal hemoglobin was produced and maintained. The person was cured. Permanently.”

Eliana winked at Matt, then returned to Andromeda. “Good so far as it goes, Andromeda. But what made Mulligan’s retroviral gene transplant work properly?”

Andromeda’s face showed strain. “I believe it was his discovery of DNA control sequences that we call promoters?”

“Only partly right,” Eliana said, her face alight with enthusiasm as she turned to the full class and explained her field. “Mulligan lacked knowledge of the control sequences that tell genes to turn on and off—to express properly. The work of Frank Grosveld in England was the first to document ‘enhancers’, which make sure the gene makes the right amount of protein. As Teacher Larissa taught me long ago, the ‘enhancers’ make sure the transplanted beta-globin gene activates only in red blood cells and in the proper amounts. Used together, the promoter, the enhancer and the copied beta-globin gene allowed early genetic disease researchers to cure sickle-cell anemia. And later, scores of other genetic diseases like ADA deficiency were also cured by gene transplants.”

Enough ancient history. Matt wanted his question answered. He pointed at young Miltiades. “Miltiades, what is it like to live among the Derindl, to live in symbiosis with the Mother Trees?”

Miltiades shrugged, his puzzlement plain. “Mr. Dragoneaux, I’ve never lived any other way. What’s it like to … wake up in the morning, get your breakfast from a Tree pod, have your blood searched for parasites and diseases, get a sap injection and then go out and play on the Trunks?” He smiled lopsidedly. “It’s how I live every day. Is it very different for you?”

Matt liked that answer. “Yes, it’s quite different for me. What you have with the Trees, I have with my AI computer aboard my starship. I am never alone, just as you always have the company of the Trees.”

Miltiades nodded happily. Eliana looked sharply at Matt, as if she had just figured out something. Old Larissa watched them both, but regret filled her elderly face. “Mr. Dragoneaux, Eliana, it’s time for our music study, in a different part of the school. Calyce has her studies there, too. Thank you for coming and visiting with us.”

Larissa’s windup was polite, but clear. Time for them to leave. Matt reached out to his Patron. “Coming, Mistress Themistocles?”

Eliana held tight to Calyce, then reached up and brushed back raven dark locks from the girl’s forehead. Her niece hugged her back, tears filling her too serious eyes. Eliana stood up and bowed shakily to Larissa. “Teacher, may I take Calyce with me into the atrium? Just for twenty minutes? I promise you she’ll make up any lessons.”

Larissa shrugged. “Go. Take her. But send her back soon.”

An overjoyed Calyce took Eliana’s hand and followed them out into the column-lined hallway. Matt avoided the young girl’s grab for his gauntlet, walking ahead swiftly, beyond her reach. As they stepped out into the atrium garden, Eliana called to him.

“Matt, would you mind waiting over there by the pond while Calyce and I talk? I promise not to be too long.”

“One moment.” Faceplate showed him the time for the rescheduled meeting with Despot Karamanlis—they had thirty minutes to spare. “If you wish. I’m sure the fish will talk to me.” Turning, Matt went over to the pond, stood and looked down, focusing on the carp. He ignored the whispers, giggles and loving voices of Eliana and Calyce. Twenty minutes soon passed, far too quickly for him to finish a PET relayed game of Go with Mata Hari, who hovered on Nullgrav high overhead. At least his AI partner didn’t remind him of his lost sisters … .

Eliana touched Suit, surprising him. “Matt, why did it bother you—being among the children?”

Damn. Closing his eyes, he thought-imaged for transport. Then Matt turned and held out his hand. “Hold on.” 

She did and the tractor beam took soft hold of them. “Matt?”

“Patron, did it ever occur to you that I have been many years away from human society? Or that the sight of those children would remind me of my own dead sisters?” Sadness beat at his heart, but he refused the weakness. “Do you care what a cyborg feels?”

“Of course I do. Especially if it’s you. I … .” Eliana looked guilty as they rose above the plowed fields and orderly strangeness of Olympus colony. She sighed as the beam shifted angle, aiming them at the Meeting Hall of Clan Karamanlis. “Matt, I’m sorry. Really I am. I was so focused on my own needs I hadn’t considered how this visit might disturb you.”

Matt shut off old memories and focused on the job ahead. “It doesn’t matter. A normal family life is not something a Vigilante expects.”

“I’m sorry, Matt. I never imagined—damn!” Eliana squeezed his gauntlet hard. “I’m very confused by what you are, and aren’t. But I have never doubted your humanness or your caring.”

Her confusion told him he had hit home. But did he really want her to care about him? Did he really desire closeness, caring … and love? Things might get very difficult if she came to care deeply for him, and he for her. Could he adjust to her dislike of computers, her hatred of AIs? Matt could no more give up who he was, and his nature, than she could turn black-skinned overnight, or abandon her tail. 

All he knew was that his heart ached every time he looked at her.


CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Mata Hari’s tractor beam plunked them down on a crushed gravel street. It ran in front of the Clan Karamanlis Meeting Hall and a nearby group of dingy, two-story warehouses. Once again, solid earth supported them. Matt sent an image-thought up to Mata Hari, ordering a continuous Tactical Monitoring of the entire city. In Suit, he left off going to ocean-time, but did bring on-line Suit’s autonomous Defense algorithms as part of a Full Alert. Clearing his faceplate, he focused on the local neighborhood. About him, wood buildings creaked in the cold wind, decay smells oozed up from an open drainage ditch, and down by a bustube stop, people dressed in drab cloaks moved about listlessly, as if very tired. It seemed the Pure Breed Greeks and their crossbreed offspring were hard put to maintain their urbus. Or had the presence of the Stripper drained away some of their pioneer spirit? In front of them, the Meeting Hall’s thick oak door opened slowly. A white-haired head poked out.

“Are you the guests seeking an audience with the Despot?” asked a middle-aged man who resembled an escapee from a software assembly line.

“We are,” Matt said through Suit’s speaker. Eliana waited beside him, patient and absorbed with her own thoughts.

The door-greeter nodded. “Enter and follow me, please.”

Matt and Eliana entered, but halted in the entryway. Suit scanned the building’s two floors, fed him a Tactical readout, and then left behind nanoware calling cards as they followed the impatient door-greeter. They walked down a long hallway, turned left, went up wooden stairs to the second floor, and entered a large room with a skylight. Their entry had been preceded by several Probeshells and ornithopters from his chest Utility pack, much to the irritation of the greeter. On his faceplate’s Eyes-Up display, Despot Nikolaos Telemachus Karamanlis sat behind a standard Executive’s workdesk filled with computer terminals, display screens, comsat downlink feeds, and a red-blinking Security panel. At present, every alarm on it flashed blood red as they entered the room.

The Despot looked up, smiling ruefully. “Damned desk won’t accept an order to shut down its Security alerts. I hope you don’t mind the visual pyrotechnics?” he said, waving Eliana to a wooden chair opposite his desk.

“Not at all.” Matt let go of Eliana’s hand. She sat in the chair indicated, but looked venomously at the Despot. In Suit, Matt stood to one side, beyond the focus range of the gas laser hidden in the middle of the desk’s front panel. 

Nikolaos grimaced. “Please excuse my workdesk—it has the usual Defense modules but they don’t realize they’re outclassed by a Vigilante’s Cyborg suit.”

Matt inclined his helmet slightly. “No problem. Just so long as the pyrotechnics stay innocuous … and your neurolink attachments to the desk laser and that autocannon hiding up in the ceiling remain inactive.”

Nikolaos’ expression turned neutral. “You have some purpose in your visit?”

Eliana flushed. “Damned right he does! You bastard! It’s because of your idiocy that I had to hire—”

“Shut up,” Matt told Eliana. She shut up, reining in her temper with difficulty. He watched Nikolaos’ squinty, rat-like eyes. “The Despot does not cry over spilt nutrient fluid, Patron. The past is the past. He cares only for the present and a possible profit in the future. Correct, Despot?”

Nikolaos grinned easily as he sat back in his padded chair. “Correct. Executive misjudgments happen to the best of administrators—even those with genetic modifications like myself.”

“Quite.” Matt considered the revelations of Spyridon and his own hunches. “Despot, what is the colony’s ratio of Pure Breed Human births to crossbreed births … using the neonatal placental units?”

Caution showed in the Greek. “About one to five—five crossbreed births, that is. Why?”

“Why doesn’t Olympus colony birth more Pure Breed humans the usual way?”

“For what reason?” Nikolaos looked scornful. “We’d just have to ship them off for service in asteroid mining or on Zeus Station. Those are the only places they can survive, outside of the urbus walls. Pioneering on Halcyon requires one to contain the spores of a Mother Tree, and a metabolism able to digest local food products. Surely you know this?”

Matt smiled broadly behind his now-clear faceplate. “I did. But I didn’t know how dependent you’d become on imported obstetrical machinery. Will the colony import more neonatal units?”

“Why don’t you ask her half-brother Konstantinos?” Nikolaos snarled, nodding toward Eliana. “Clan Themistocles thinks it’s sooo smart—let them try to keep this colony from dying without new births and new crossbreed colonists!”

“Perhaps they have another way?” Matt suggested, watching Eliana.

She jumped slightly, recovering her composure before Nikolaos turned to her. Nice. Matt blinked again. Off to one side of the room, Suit projected an aerial holo of the Stripper and its trail of devastation. 

“Nice politics you folks have,” he said, letting anger into his voice. “Despot Nikolaos, is that worth the life of a sickly male heir for you?”

“Cyborg animal!” Nikolaos’ narrow face flushed with fury. He gripped the armrests of his chair, shaking visibly. “How dare you question the decisions of Pure Breed humans! You’re nothing but—”

“A Vigilante,” Matt said softly, making sure Nikolaos noted the targeting Lock On by his pulse-Doppler radar, the laser ranging from his shoulder laser cannons, and the Target tracking by his mid-waist infrared scanners. Nikolaos did his best to ignore the Probeshells and ornithopters that hovered to either side of him, each loaded with penetrator viruses and nano-borers. “Next question. When did you stop seeing the Autarch Dreedle? And inviting her to your bed?”

Nikolaos gulped. Gulped again. Then gritted his teeth as he forced his gaze away from hovering death and back to Suit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. The new Autarch has no reason to like Clan Karamanlis after our … misjudgment.”

“True. But does she like you? Personally?”

Eliana turned and stared at Matt, her expression newly respectful. He ignored her, his attention only on Despot Nikolaos. 

Finally, the Despot sighed, grinned like a Vidcast star, then sat forward in his chair, elbows resting on the desk as his face showed only blandness. “Nice technique. Boy. Did your suit get some good biometric readouts on my reactions?”

“Enough,” Matt said. “Does she?”

“None of your business.”

Eliana turned back to Nikolaos. “But dear cousin, you dealt with her often—on colony business, you said.”

Nikolaos shrugged. “Nice day, isn’t it? Is that why your Dreadnought is hovering over us rather than landing at the Port?”

Matt laughed, waving for Eliana to get up. “Why should I land a two kilometer-long starship at a decrepit Port facility … a facility owned by Clan Karamanlis through two false-front dummy corporations and financed by a bridge-loan from the Halicene Conglomerate?” Matt turned, pointedly showing his back to Nikolaos. Eliana moved up beside him as they headed for the room’s exit. The Despot called after them.

“Computer puppet, watch out who you smart off to. Some entities won’t give you a second chance. Or care for the crossbreed company you keep.”

“You’re alive,” Matt boomed back. “For now. Don’t tempt the Defense programs of my ship. Or this Suit. Good day … ex-Despot.”

They stepped outside, onto the sidewalk in front of the Meeting Hall warehouse. Fully enclosed by Suit, Matt felt as if he now breathed clean air. No matter what his sensors listed as the local industrial and environmental contaminants. 

Eliana looked up at him, her expression intent. “Matt, what clued you to the affair between Nikolaos and—”

Her mouth opened wide as a laser beam cut through her right shoulder, red blood spouting out as soon as the beam cut off.

Emergency override! 

Ocean-time washed over him.

Six hundred forty nanoseconds.

Suit tracked the laser pulse to the upper window of a grain storage silo about three kilometers away, on the other side of the warehouse district.

Forty milliseconds.

Mata Hari came on-line from its nearby Nullgrav Hover, grabbed them both with a tractor beam, and pulled them up, out of the lightspeed pathway of the beam weapon.

Three hundred milliseconds.

His backpack launched a hypersonic Fire-and-Forget rocket tipped with napalm. The belly weapons pod of Mata Hari shot a gas laser pulse strong enough to melt concrete. The silo erupted in yellow flame and black explosions.

One and a quarter seconds.

The ka-boom of the two explosions echoed through Suit’s external Ears as they flew through the air. Bending his legs up and arching over, Matt enclosed Eliana in the womb-embrace of Suit—just in case some other idiot took a laser potshot at them.

Three seconds.

Matt blinked a coded sequence, shrugged and thought-imaged.

His biceps vibrated as the rocket guns fired a volley of Nanoshells to investigate the scorched remains, probe for fragments of the weapon, sniff the immediate area for the sweat signature of whoever had carried the weapon into the silo some minutes earlier … and then stay on-site until every possible shred of data had been gleaned for Suit’s Tactical and Intelligence CPUs. 

Four seconds.

Overhead, the silvery-grey and brown bulk of Mata Hari loomed large. Its flexmetal skin puckered out, enveloped, and deposited them in the Spine hallway next to Biolab.

Five seconds.

He crashed through Biolab’s optical matter door faster than Mata Hari could move distracted electron senses. “How the shit did you let an offensive power unit approach within firing range? And is she dead, dying or recoverable?”

Seven seconds.

“Let go of her,” Mata Hari whispered. Tractor beams touched his bloodied gauntlets, reaching for his frail cargo. Matt let go. 

Seven and a half seconds.

“She is alive. The right lung is punctured but nearly healed from the cauterizing effect of the beam. Cartilage and tendons are severed around her shoulder blade. She is in shock. Blood loss is one-quarter of her body capacity. She will survive.”

Eight and three quarters seconds.

Matt breathed deeply. Shaking with fear and fury and black hatred so deep it frightened him, he let go of ocean-time.

Step-down. Light-headness blurred his perceptions a moment, then his vision cleared, though his heart beat too fast.

Turning, Matt headed out of Biolab and up-Spine for the Bridge, talking urgently to Mata Hari. “Take care of her. Heal her. Prepare an immediate SitOps review of everything that happened within three kilometers of the meet-place.” Feeling impatient, he moved Suit into a fast run down the long hallway. “And bring up the Clan Karamanlis Meeting Hall on the forward holosphere.”

“Complying.” 

In short minutes he stepped through the slidedoor and into the Bridge. The forward holosphere was already on. He walked forward and stood by the Pit, clenching his gauntlets.

“Matt?” Concern registered in the AI’s voice.

“Yes?”

“I have that SitOps review now.”

“Proceed.”

Sounding chagrined, his symbiont reported. “As ordered, I was on Tactical Monitor for the entire city. The laser rifle made it into my Defense perimeter because I thought I detected the movement of a kiloton-level nuclear device through the main sewer line. My error lay in not connecting the presence of a single human carrying an optoelectronic rod with … a separate power pack. At least, not until the pack was jammed home to the laser rod.” She paused once more as Matt stared deep into the holosphere, blindly watching the Meeting Hall. In real-time, a few human figures scurried out of the building, stood on the street and looked uptown, toward the blazing silo. “The single shot occurred within a half-second of the weapon’s power-up.”

“You idiot!” He cursed his partner’s glitch-prone software, suggested she buy her algorithms from a blind beggar, and in general let her know how pissed he was. When he ran down, Matt dissected her performance. “There was still enough time—if you’d been suspicious. You realize now the radiation leakage was probably stolen reactor fuel used as a diversion to make you think a major attack was being prepared?”

“I understand that now,” Mata Hari said, still sounding chagrined.

He stared at the geodesic dome of the Karamanlis Hall, feeling the urge to devastate. “Any evidence the attack signal came from Nikolaos?”

“None. But he could have paid for such a service between the time you called for an appointment and your arrival. The school visit gave him enough time to arrange for this ambush.”

“Or someone else could have decided to make it look as if Clan Karamanlis wished to attack my Patron.” Matt grit his teeth.

“True. You face a myriad of possible opponents.”

Matt grimaced, sourly amused by Mata Hari’s grand overstatement. “Not quite a myriad. But enough. Launch a two thousand pound laser-guided chemical bomb at the Hall. Aim for the open ground in back, near the building’s foundations. I want to shake them up, not destroy them.”

“Done. Why?” she said, sounding curious.

“General predator principles.” He turned, stared at the red slidedoor leading into the Spine hallway, and wondered how long it would take the Regen unit to repair, resuscitate, and return Eliana Antigone Themistocles to working condition. Able, once again, to look him in the eyes … so he could apologize for not protecting her. “Confusion to one’s enemies is ancient strategy. Even when you’re more confused than them, it’s a good idea.” 

“Noted,” she said, her feminine tone thoughtful.

Matt turned back to the holosphere, blinked, shut down Suit, and stepped out of it, once more open to the lightbeam touch of his partner. His fallible partner. “Mata Hari, head for the vicinity of the Stripper. It’s time we inspected our most obvious opponent. And I suspect the terrain around it will be less … less vicious than human-occupied territory.”

“Complying. And Matt?”

“Yes?”

“I am very, very sorry. I’m surprised I didn’t catch on to what was happening.”

“I am too.” The ship’s Security lapse shocked him. Could it relate to the weird orders emanating from the Restricted Rooms? Could her normal hyper-alertness have been slowed to organic-normal speed? Mata Hari would never intentionally let a Patron be hurt—she was too much a real person not to feel another’s pain. That he knew for certain. But perhaps the earlier software glitch that unleashed the ship’s Colossus Mode had interfered with her ability to extrapolate from Tactical data? Also, she had switched her persona-image from the Mata Hari spy-type to that lurid Barbarian Queen imagery, then back to her usual self … perhaps the readjusting of her persona parameters had distracted her? He reassured his partner. “Don’t worry—instead, improve your planetary surveillance. Next time, I don’t want to be surprised. Understood?”

“Understood,” his symbiont whispered, her cloud-like presence in his mind receding a little as she gave full attention to the minisats, planetary broadcasts, and scores of spy-Remotes they had spread around Halcyon.

Feeling vaguely uneasy, Matt stepped down into the Interlock Pit. Alone on the Bridge, except for … . he pushed away his feelings for Eliana. Instead, he dwelled within the whirlwind fury he still felt at what had happened to her.

Only once did he wonder if more than fury now drove him.

Just once.

But he didn’t count the number of times he wished her uninjured, whole and gazing at him with honest appreciation.


CHAPTER NINE 

 

Seventy kilometers north of the Stripper, Matt and Mata Hari encountered the machine’s outer Defense perimeter. It consisted of surprisingly low tech balloons, outfitted with passive sensors. The helium-filled balloons held station by means of simple hydrogen peroxide attitude control jets. This was an innocuous picket line, meant only to alert the Stripper to the approach—and movement past its perimeter—of significant weaponry or assault craft. 

Matt moved Mata Hari back a few kilometers, took Hover station, and reviewed the microwave signals tightbeam-relayed to him from his crawler-jumper miniProbes. Those Probes had earlier penetrated the perimeter, crossed seventy kilometers, and now lay within a few hundred meters of Stripper—so far undetected. The miniProbes owed their success to stealthy carbon-composite fiber construction and to energy provided by miniature photosynthetic power cells. Their physical shape resembled flowers. And since the Stripper ignored normal flowers, Matt had guessed it would ignore crawling flowers. Matt went to gestalt perception. Multiple views filled the downlinked screens of the Pit and the forward holosphere, painting for him a picture of the local terrain and of his opponent. Sitting in his glass chair, with chin resting on one palm, he took in the images.

This part of south continent was a semiarid upland. On the west it was fringed by avocado-green scrub forests, mud-brown prairie grass, and wind-carved buttes. The blood-red buttes reached for the pale blue sky like sentinels praying before the gates of antiquity. His combat Plan required water, lots of water. Nearby, a deep blue creek trickled downslope, passed under the ship, and became—seventy kilometers further southeast—a small river that disappeared into the front maw of the Stripper. It failed to emerge from the machine’s rear—industrial processes always require water. Only to the east, at the seacoast that bounded this coastal upland, did water move freely. 

Sad. Matt thought the upland possessed a stark beauty all its own, in the way deserts and arid wastelands on many planets always show beauty. Life on the cutting edge of bare survival can be beautiful. But in arid lands, life is always stressed, and so … this part of Halcyon must already be dying—thanks to the Stripper. Eventually it would move further north and eat the Derindl settlement of Mother Tree Xylene. The forest-city lay just a few kilometers beyond him and starship Mata Hari. With a tight stomach and sour mouth, Matt forced himself to look more closely at the Stripper. At a machine. At something that resembled a black widow spider sitting in a furrowed web of destruction.

Something obscene.

The Stripper hulked six kilometers wide by six klicks long. It rose a kilometer high. The hull was red steel, boxy in form, and flat on top … except for a central pillar that looked like a giant wart. Lights blinked all over its armored hull, in no particular pattern. Matt blinked, bringing on-line telescopic views from the miniProbes. The Stripper’s hull enlarged. Tiny beads became scores of weapons pods. Pods outfitted with lasers, cannons, and chain-guns. On the central wart-pillar, antimissile and attack-missile launchers covered its skin like hairs on a warthog. Lower down, but still above the upper deck, the pillar’s four sides sported over-the-horizon and ozone backscatter radar panels. They glimmered matte black against the dried blood color of armor plating. A bit lower down, where the central pillar spread its skirts onto the machine’s upper deck, the square blocks of pressor, tractor and deflector beam projectors hop-scotched across the upper deck. They stood ready to provide Local Defense, ready to intercept nuclear warheads incoming on hypervelocity missiles. But the upper deck image wavered. 

Matt focused on that image. 

Yessss. The wavery heat exhaust image offered, for the first time, a way inside the Stripper, something he could use as the spearpoint of his plan to defeat the alien machine.

He watched intently as heat-plumes rose from several grilles set into the top deck, casting off noxious gases and waste heat from reduction and oxidation furnaces. That figured. This Stripper—any Stripper—literally melted its way across a planet, extracting minerals down to a depth of seventy meters. It processed them internally, then dribbled heavy-metal contaminated waste-slag into the blackened, smoking furrow it left behind. A ka-chunk sound emitted by the Stripper startled him. 

A hundred meter long sausage of shining red metal had been ejected from the Stripper’s rear. The tube arced through the sky and clunked down next to the waste furrow. Waiting to be picked up, he would bet, by a Halicene Conglomerate robot freighter. No doubt the freighter would approach, provide a code for defense perimeter access, enter, load the raw ore tube using tractor beams, and then depart outsystem for the industrial processing plant that no doubt lay inside the Halicene MotherShip. It was still distant from them, over 1,200 AU away, where Legion and his kind now ravished the asteroid belt that circled the F5 giant star.

“An impressive device,” Mata Hari said, breaking the Bridge silence.

“Quite so.” Matt sat back gingerly in his glass chair—his neck felt sore where the cable connected. “Too bad it relies on Nullgrav repulsion plates for hover and forward movement—well-placed mines can blow off tractor treads.”

Mata Hari laughed softly. “That’s probably why it doesn’t use them. And tread segments need to be replaced now and then.” In his mind’s eye, Mata Hari’s persona-image reappeared as the amber-skinned Mata Hari spy dressed in a lacy white dress, one hand touching her cameo pendant. It seemed the software glitch had been repaired.

Matt rubbed his chin, felt bristles, and didn’t care—Eliana wasn’t around to notice. “Think we could bury a few atomic mines ahead of its route … and wait for it to run over them?”

The Mata Hari persona frowned thoughtfully as she too sat in a glass chair, dressed in a two hundred year-old Victorian-style pearly lace dress, her narrow chin resting on her pale palm. Mata Hari held silent a moment. “It could be done,” the persona said musingly. “But look at the Pit’s left side repeater screen. The one for UV light. See?”

Matt blinked and rotated nanoware UV lenses in front of his contacts. Ah. Now he could see it. Collimating beams raked the ground in front of the Stripper, out to a distance of two kilometers.

“Damn. It uses linear accelerator beams to induce re-radiation of gamma rays and neutrons from buried thorium or uranium.” Even as Matt worked, he wished Eliana could be with him now. “It’s a nice two-for-one technique—they detect buried atomic weapons at the same time the Stripper prospects for transuranic ore in the soils and rock.”

“Exactly so,” Mata Hari said. In his mind, over the PET relay, Matt watched as the Mata Hari persona-image laughed delicately, then took 3D form in a holosphere above the Pit. “Perhaps we could redirect a nickel-iron asteroid into orbit about Halcyon, de-orbit it, and let it impact atop the Stripper?”

“What size did you have in mind?”

“About twelve kilometers across. That is large enough to vaporize the ecotoxins stored in the Stripper.”

Matt shook his head. “That would generate an explosive yield of more than 10 million megatons. Yes, it would certainly destroy that armored beastie out there—along with half the planet. You’d induce nuclear winter, fill the atmosphere with enough fine particulate matter to block the photosynthetic cycle, and end up killing every Mother Tree on the planet. Along with most higher life forms—like the Derindl.” The SQUID implants in Matt’s scalp hummed minutely as he thought-imaged very graphic pictures. “A bit too drastic of a solution, Mata Hari. We’re here to save the planet—not destroy it in the process of freeing it.”

“But it would work,” she protested, sounding irritated.

He sighed, rubbed fatigue from his eyes, and allowed his onboard nanoDocs to feed him some caffeine and mega-vitamins. “Mata Hari—refer to human history, subtopic the Roman War against Pyrrhus of Epirus, around 279 B.C. Subject—the ‘victory’ of Pyrrhus at Asculum and its cost. Some victories humans can’t afford.”

“You asked for a solution!”

“So I did.” Matt turned to a different Interlock screen. “Mata Hari—show me the spectrographic readout for the Stripper’s surface composition. I want to know what it’s made of.”

“Complying,” she said, looking peeved. The screen filled with scores of vertical lines that peaked, then held steady, showing the Stripper’s constituent elements. “This is passive spectroscopic monitoring, based on reflected light—as in stellar spectral analysis. The interior hull—as seen through those exhaust heat grilles—is a titanium, beryllium, bismuth, chromium, molybdenum, and high-carbon steel alloy. It is bonded to an overlying yttrium-rich ceramic coating that is probably superconductive. And atop that is an ablative coating of carbon-carbon—identical to what we use on our own hypervelocity warheads to protect them during atmospheric reentry.”

Matt grunted. It was pretty much what he’d expected. “What about an active-scan of its innards? Got any ideas on how we can look inside this beastie? Without setting off ecotoxin release, of course.”

Above the Pit hovered the holosphere of Mata Hari. The late-Victorian Mata Hari sniffed, as if he’d insulted her. “Despite my asteroid option, I do understand human organic parameters. Now then … well, we could detonate a three-megaton thermonuclear device at an elevation of ten kilometers above it—or better yet, to a side opposite us, out over the ocean. With the Stripper sitting between us and the fireball, Ship’s neutrino detector could then tell us whether the Stripper’s fusion-bottle power plant and core memory units are shielded by collapsium or neutronium.” On another Pit side screen, an image appeared, illustrating his partner’s scenario. “As an additional benefit, we’d also get x-ray fluorescence and accelerated neutron activation ‘pictures’ of the Stripper’s interior architecture. Even down to things such as how much silicon and germanium are present in its CPU memory units. What do you think?”

A novel solution and very promising. “How much would the nuke’s EMF pulse disrupt Halcyon planetary communications and their optoelectronic devices?”

“There would be little disruption,” Mata Hari said firmly. “All commercial comsats are hard-shielded from x-ray and neutron irradiation, while most Mother Trees are too far away for their microwave communications to be affected. Fiber optic comlinks are immune to such effects. Only the nearby Mother Tree Xylene, located behind us, would be affected. The fusion light flare would scorch some young buds and branches, but the tree’s leaves would survive the jump in stellar radiation levels. And the local Derindl could replace scrambled solid-state circuits and datacubes within days.”

“Good Option, partner.” He grinned mentally. “And by the way, the real Mata Hari dated from the World War I period of human history, a good fifteen years later than that pink Victorian outfit you’re wearing.”

“Thank you for the fashion opinion,” she sniffed, “but you know nothing of Margaretha Geertruida Zelle, a young Dutch woman who married a violent alcoholic Captain of the Dutch army, traveled to Java with him in 1897, had two children by him, divorced him in Paris, and then reinvented herself as an exotic dancer, courtesan and French spy.” Mata Hari paused in her prim reproof, then continued. “This lace filigree dress is modeled after a 1902 photograph of her, and it fits the sophisticated clothing that a woman spy would adopt for a party with generals and diplomats during World War I.”

“Really? Show me!”

Mata Hari did so, her image now holding a black and white postcard that depicted the famous woman wearing exactly what the persona wore. “Believe me now?” she asked sternly, her image turning thin-lipped and aloof.

Amateur historian that he was, Matt knew when he was outclassed. He nodded. “I’m convinced. But tell me again, why is she a … role model for you?”

Mata Hari’s persona image brushed back a wisp of black hair, appearing unmollified by his concession. “Well, because she was tall, slim, and beautifully formed, with dark eyes, black hair, and amber skin. She later claimed to have been born on the Malabar Coast of India, became a devotee of the Hindu god Shiva, and took the name Mata Hari, or Eye of the Day, to entrance her rich male admirers. And while she worked for French counter-intelligence, she never betrayed secrets to the Germans—as her espionage trial claimed. She faced her firing squad at Vincennes, in October 1917, without blindfold and with admirable courage. I like her.” His symbiont then blanked her holosphere persona-image.

Well!  

Matt decided it was better to focus on the AI’s plan to ‘sample’ the Stripper, rather than debate persona choices.

The negatives of the plan were that the explosion of a hydrogen warhead near the Stripper would undoubtedly be FTL-reported to the Halicene MotherShip—and Legion, the Mican griffin-bird. As for the Stripper, he doubted the blast would activate full-scale ecotoxin release. That would happen only upon all-out attack from thermonuclear warheads and orbital beam weapons. The secret of exactly what else the Stripper would do lay within its hard-shielded software. But the Halicene weren’t stupid. They knew Halcyon could complain to the Anarchate provincial base, just twenty light years away, if the Stripper overreacted. The Derindl would allege interference in Halcyon’s affairs by another planet. That would be a lie, of course, since the Conglomerate was neither fish nor fowl in the classic sense of a planetary society. But such an alarm call would at least embarrass the Conglomerate. Far better to say to any Imperial inquiry—“We were only defending our industrial machinery!”—than to face down a Nova-class Anarchate battleglobe in its own backyard. A Nova tended to ask questions after Local Decimation—not before. 

He grinned suddenly. “Hey Mata Hari, you ever poked a stick in an ant pile? Just to see what happens?”

Silence. “Noooo.” His symbiont felt puzzlement, her persona playing hide-and-seek at the edge of Matt’s mind like sunbeams breaking through the clouds. “Why? What relationship does investigating the Stripper have to do with irritating the communal lives of an Earth-evolved insect population?”

God, if only Eliana were here. She’d understand. “Plenty. Thermonuclear option approved. Ready for Orders?”

“Ready.” No persona-image filled his mind as the AI sulked over his failure to provide details about the utility of poking a stick into an ant pile.

“Launch one of our hypersonic missiles—with a three-megaton warhead set for atmospheric detonation at ten kilometers altitude. As you suggested, aim it to the southeast of the Stripper, at a near-horizon angle that will allow us to intercept the neutrinos after they pass through the Stripper.” Matt paused, thinking furiously. “Hold on! Give the Administrator of Mother Tree Xylene a two-minute warning—we don’t want the Derindl blinded by accidentally looking at the fireball. Understood?”

“Understood,” Mata Hari said, her voice tone sounding mollified now that he’d adopted her tactical suggestion. More sunbeams broke through the cloud. “Later, you must share with me the thought processes you used to reach this decision.” Mata Hari’s amber-skinned face peeked out from the cloud, peering hopefully at him.

Inside, Matt smiled at the return of his partner’s persona-image. Would a “hunch” qualify as a formal thought process? Over the PET relay, he felt his partner go rooting through the databyte nanocubes stored in his prefrontal cortex, looking for a definition of hunch. “Patience, Mata Hari, you can analyze human intuition modes at a later date.” The Mata Hari face sighed dramatically. He chuckled. “Execute on my mark. And Mata Hari—don’t put through to me any appeals from Autarch Dreedle—before the detonation. But I will take comsat-relayed calls afterward. Clear?”

“Understood. Complying.” Matt’s skin, his ship skin, shuddered as part of itself sped away, clawing for a ballistic arc and a point lying eighty kilometers southeast of them. “Mark, one minute, fifty-six seconds and—”

The Spine slidedoor opened behind him. From the Pit, Matt glanced back. 

Eliana wobbled in on weak legs, dressed in halter top and shorts, her right shoulder encased in a plastifoam Healpak. She jerked to a halt, inspected him bleary-eyed, then made her way over to the accel-couch. She fell into it, gasping with pain. “What in Hades happened back there?” she asked through clenched teeth. “And can’t you even protect your Patron?”

Damn. Too soon came the moment of truth, the moment he’d both wanted and feared. Matt climbed out of the Pit, reached down for the Samoan lavalava skirt that he cinched around his waist, then walked over and stood by Eliana’s couch, looking down at her pale, drawn face. Sweat beaded her brow. “I’m a piss-poor one,” he said.  I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again.”

Her mouth quirked into a half-grin. “Can I have a written guarantee on that? Or doesn’t the Vigilante Guild give guarantees?”

“Our Guild discourages such guarantees. And I did save your life by getting you to the Biolab.” Hands clasped behind his back, Matt smiled down at her.

“Well … .” The pain-irritation left her. She looked him up and down, noticed the bright colors of his lavalava, and smiled. “Verbal guarantees are still nice.”

In his mind, a sotto-vocce countdown continued as Mata Hari gave them privacy. He thanked her for showing empathy, then focused on his Patron, a woman who was becoming much more than just an employer. “The best guarantee I can give is this one—I promise to put my ship, my body, and my life between you and harm’s way.” Her emerald gaze turned soft and caring. “For as long as I live, or as long as the contract lasts. Acceptable?”

Eliana lifted her eyebrows. “Ah—a sophist. If you die before the contract is completed, you get out of your commitment.”

“Hey. You’re right.” Matt grinned. “I never was much good in rhetoric class.”

“Rhetoric?” Eliana relaxed in the couch, hands folded in her lap and chest rising with her breathing. “You never took any Standard Ed class I know of—did you?”

“Nope,” he said, wishing he could dispose of Mata Hari’s mental peering-over-his-shoulder. “Just lessons from the School of Reality.” 

“Matthew, the countdown is ending,” Mata Hari said out loud. 

He turned away from the holosphere. “Speaking of which, please close your eyes. Now. Immediately!”

Eliana looked puzzled, but closed her eyes. As did Matt.

A brilliant light flooded the Bridge and seeped in under his eyelids, filling his mind with actinic white brilliance. A diamond hard brilliance that was but a pale reflection of the true thermonuclear inferno now unfolding its petals above an uninhabited ocean of Halcyon. 

“Wow!” Eliana gasped as she opened her eyes. “That was a nuclear blast!” she yelled, looking to the holosphere. “Who’s attacking us?”

“No one,” Mata Hari said neutrally from an overhead speaker.

Eliana scowled, looking up. “Damned computer. Then who are we attacking?”

“No one,” Matt said, hoping her quick temper would allow him time to explain. “Eliana, Madam Patron, we are seventy kilometers northwest of the Stripper, on south continent and outside of its Defense perimeter. I’ve just finished ‘sampling’ the Stripper’s composition at the subatomic level—courtesy of some stray neutrinos and x-rays from my rather small hydrogen bomb.” He tilted his head to one side. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Mind!” Eliana gulped. She flushed ruby-red. Then she tried to rise from her accel-couch, but its crash-cushioning enfolded her as Mata Hari shook slightly from the sonic boom that followed the explosion’s light and thermal pulses. “Damn you! What kind of craziness possessed you to—”

“Sir,” Mata Hari interrupted formally. “You told me to put through any comsat vidcalls after the explosion? There are several now lined up on my multiplex boards. With whom do you wish to talk to first?”

Matt looked at Eliana, then reached out to her, palm open. “Eliana—will you trust me on this? The blast was absolutely necessary and the Stripper hasn’t released any ecotoxins. It may attack us shortly, or it may just signal our presence to its master. Please?”

Eliana had never seen him plead for anything. It shocked her. “Uh, well—” she frowned, still upset. “The least you could have done was discuss this with me beforehand!”

“You were unconscious in Biolab.” He smiled pleasantly. “But now, I’m very happy to see you up and feeling better. Do you mind? I have calls to take.” 

She glowered a moment, then grinned at his verbal dodging. “Oh, all right. I just can’t stay mad at you.”

“Thanks. Now, please watch and enjoy my Vigilante show.” Matt turned, snapped his fingers, said “Robe,” and caught the formal Japanese kimono robes that dropped from Mata Hari’s ceiling into his outstretched grasp. He tossed the lavalava up toward the ceiling, then dressed in the robes, cinched the complex belt, and walked over to the Interlock Pit. He stepped down, sat in his glass seat, and felt the cable socket into his neck implant.

“Mata Hari—you’ll have to make do with cable’s fiber optics. For some events, formal clothing is important in sapient affairs.” Off to the side, Eliana leaned forward in her couch, looking at the holosphere. “Now, feed me the call from Autarch Dreedle—she was first, wasn’t she?”

“She was,” Mata Hari said, her tone business-serious. “In the front holosphere, sir.”

Autarch Dreedle’s willowy, blue-robed form took shape in the holosphere. She stood in her Trunk office and her hand-clenched posture conveyed the sense that this redhead was quite, quite mad. Matt acknowledged her call. “Yes, Autarch?”

From the distant northern continent, her deep brown eyes glowed angrily. “Orbital sensors confirm through ballistic backtracking that the recent hydrogen bomb explosion near the Stripper came from your ship.” Dreedle spoke in a very formal, very official voice. “Vigilante, I once asked you to avoid destroying my planet.”

“I am,” Matt said amiably. “So far. All my Tactical scenarios suggest it should be possible to leave your planetary ecosystem intact after removal of the Stripper.”

“Removal?” She switched gears very smoothly. “How do you plan to do that? And why attack it? Surely you’re risking the release of ecotoxins!”

He shook his head. “Not at all. First, there has been no such release—according to my miniProbes. Second, a defensive response is unlikely—the missile was not aimed at the Stripper.”

Curiosity flamed in the Autarch’s eyes. “Oh? Then why the blast? Surely there are other ways to impress Halicene Conglomerate … and your Patron.”

Matt smiled toothily. “I am not in the business of impressing commerce-raiders. Unlike you. As I told Despot Nikolaos … when we discussed your youthful indiscretions in his bedroom. Remember? That was before your recent elevation to the Autarchy.”

Dreedle swayed. With shock? Matt was uncertain about emotional reactions in a Derindl. Finally, the Autarch smiled weakly, showing numerous pointed teeth. “What else did the Despot tell you … about us?”

“Enough.” Matt looked aside at the Pit’s comlink panel—a row of status lights blinked insistently. “Pardon me, Autarch, but I have other incoming calls. If you don’t mind?”

The Autarch lifted her chin defiantly. “Before you again contaminate my atmosphere with transuranic products, please call me. The Mother Trees can handle fallout with suitable notice.”

Matt nodded. “I will. And I did warn Mother Tree Xylene. However, not all fallout on Halcyon derives from nucleonic reactions. Good day.” He blinked.

Next in the holosphere was the lined face and grey eyes of Ioannis, Despot of Clan Themistocles. He sat on his Dais Throne, within his tapestry-hung Throne Room. The man looked quite angry, but sought to hide it in the bustle of personal Servitors who gathered around him, plying him with long sheets of data printouts. He looked up, the very image of a harried, concerned Administrator. “Vigilante? What the hell are you doing attacking the Stripper with a hydrogen bomb?”

He offered a feral grin to Ioannis—it dated from the day he’d killed his cloneslave master on Alkalurops and taken back his freedom. “And a good day to you, Despot Ioannis. I hope Grandfather Petros is well and that my visit to Despot Karamanlis was properly reported to you?”

Ioannis scowled, waving aside the Servitors. “It was. Along with your destruction of a grain silo in Olympus. You seem to take pleasure in wreaking devastation. Do you plan further attacks on my city?”

“No.” Matt blinked a short code. “I am now uplinking to you a digitized record of the laser rifle attack on your half-sister Eliana … by forces unknown … after we left the company of Despot Nikolaos.” Shock filled Ioannis’ face; printouts fell from his lap. “That’s why I melted the silo and deposited a bomb ‘reminder’ on the back doorstep of Meeting Hall Karamanlis. Can you add any data on who might wish your half-sister dead? Besides yourself?”

The Despot’s lips trembled with barely controlled fury. “Eliana—hurt! You failed to protect her? Bastard! And why this insult to my manhood? She is—”

“She is,” Matt interrupted, “a crossbreed woman who will survive on Halcyon long after you are gone and who, thanks to some genetic engineering, will birth crossbreed heirs the natural way. Heirs who could inherit the Themistocles shipping business.” To the side, Eliana gasped, cursed her brother’s name, and half-rose from the accel-couch.

Ioannis paled. He waved one hand hurriedly, raising a Privacy Curtain inside his own office. “Vigilante—you misunderstand Greek politics. I love my half-sister. I have no reason to wish her harm. I would love—”

“To have her become sterile,” Matt interrupted again, waving Eliana back from the holosphere pickup. “Or become incapable of carrying a child who could challenge your suzerainty over Olympus colony. Or perhaps you plan to marry her off in a Trade-alliance marriage?” He sat back in his glass chair, folded hands in his lap, and watched Despot Ioannis with the same attention he’d given to Legion. “Enough of standard geopolitics. I am more curious about your business affairs. Tell me, Despot, how much did you pay the Halicene Conglomerate to shift their freighter business from your cousin Nikolaos’ port down in Olympus … and up to your Docks there, at Zeus Station?”

Ioannis sat back in his alabaster-white Throne seat, rested his chin on one clenched fist, and exerted self-control. Calculation glinted in the man’s grey eyes. Finally, he smiled. “Commercial secrets are the oldest of state secrets, Vigilante. Any bribe I could offer you would be less than what the Derindl will pay you to rid them of the Stripper.” Ioannis canted his head. “So … why do you waste your efforts on our sordid internal politics?”

Matt glanced over at Eliana. Her milk-white face showed a horrid fascination with Ioannis. Standing to one side, out of pickup range, she had watched their byplay, hearing it, seeing it, wondering what her Vigilante had in mind. And whether her older half-brother preferred her dead, disabled, or married off to secure a Trade alliance. Anything but free, independent and in control of her own destiny. Matt turned back to the overconfident Ioannis.

“Despot, when I fix a problem, it stays fixed.” Matt smiled coldly. “Failing to tend to the underlying human politics that led to this tragedy would only leave you and your cousins free to repeat such a stupidity. For the best of commercial motives, of course.”

“Be cautious, Vigilante,” warned Ioannis, frowning. “The Derindl are not blameless in this matter.”

“I know—which is why I wonder if Nikolaos’ sexual alliance with Autarch Dreedle will gain him what he expects to gain … or simply a surprise?”

Fascination showed on Ioannis’ granite face, then his expression turned neutral. “Thanks for the information. That maneuver is a countercheck I had not anticipated. Your price?”

“No price. It’s free.”

Ioannis showed disbelief. “Nothing worthwhile is ever free.”

“How true. And sometimes the price takes a while to sink in.” Matt nodded to the side. “Sorry—more calls to take. But a final piece of free advice—I would get the colony’s Genetic Primary carrier out of space and down-planet, into a safe house.”

“I am well aware of the unique value of our Primary.” Ioannis looked sour, as if an ulcer were acting up. “Until later.”

Ioannis’ image blinked off. Before the next caller came on line, Matt sneaked a screen look at Eliana. She appeared distracted, involved in interior thought. A moment earlier she’d been watching him with respect and a growing anxiety. Now, only a fey sadness filled her as she stood beside the accel-couch, her gaze fixed on the next holosphere image. He turned his attention that way.

Ex-Despot Nikolaos’ grizzled visage peered out at Matt, the squinty, rat-like eyes filled with suspicion. The man’s lips were contorted, as if he’d just bitten into a sour lemon. Behind Nikolaos, an antique liquid-crystal map of Sigma Puppis star system hung on his office’s drab wall. On the map blinked the routes of incoming and departing freighter and starship traffic. Several blinked red. Behind his pretty, new Executive desk, Nikolaos jammed both hands together, leaned forward, and peered at them.

“You’re crazy, Vigilante. You know that?”

In the Pit, Matt shrugged. “Some say that. Others don’t. Nobody who attacks me stays alive long enough to argue. Why did you call?”

Nikolaos spit off to one side. “Maybe to send you a bill for structural repairs to my Clan Hall. Why did you attack me?”

“Why was Eliana laser-gunned on your front steps?”

Shock filled his craggy face. “Eliana wounded? Is she all right? How did it happen? Does that explosion at the uptown silo have anything to do with her injury?”

Matt ignored Eliana’s volcanic anger as she stood beside the accel-couch, her expression venomous as her cousin played his game. “It does. That’s where the sniper shot from. And by the way … how did you know she was only wounded, not killed?”

Startlement flooded Nikolaos’ heavy face. “I … uh, I just assumed, you said—”

“I said she was ‘laser-gunned’—not whether she was alive or dead. Explain.”

Nikolaos sat back abruptly. “I can’t. Just my deep hope that—”

“Don’t lie to me!” Matt reached forward, one hand hovering just above a control panel. “Despot, I have hypervelocity missiles outfitted with tightly-damped neutron bombs ready to flood your Hall with killing radiation—at a single gesture from me. Don’t play me for the fool.” He flexed his fingers above the panel.

“Stop!” Sweat beaded Nikolaos’ forehead. “I was assured she would only be wounded, not killed and—”

“Assured by whom?” To his left, Eliana stepped forward, aiming for Nikolaos’ holo image the way a mongoose tracks a snake. Matt blinked quickly. Mata Hari emitted a holo sign in front of her saying Stay out of pickup range. Eliana flushed with anger, stomped her foot, and then sat on the flexmetal deck to his left, out of pickup range. She focused intently on the holosphere and on her dear, dear cousin Nikolaos.

The ex-Despot’s mouth moved soundlessly; he gulped. “A … a Halicene Conglomerate representative. The Port Trademaster. It promised to shift some freighter traffic to my Port so we could carry out repairs on the field. It’s been awhile since we had regular traffic and—”

“Spare me.” Matt caught Nikolaos’ rat-eyes, holding them as he would hold a spider he was about to kill. “I wonder what Autarch Dreedle would say if she knew her former human lover was making a new deal with the Halicenes—one she knew nothing about?”

“New deal? What was the old deal?” Nikolaos asked suspiciously.

“Why—the old deal to replace the old Autarch with her.” Matt folded his hands in his lap. “Surely that was the logical outcome of her effort to transfer power to you? Enough power and you would hang yourself in the neonatal placental unit deal with the Halicene Conglomerate, while she looks blameless.”

Bitterness filled Nikolaos’ face. “Are you saying I was used by that woman?”

“Why not? That’s the way it looks to me.”

Nikolaos sighed. “You enjoy trying to make me turn against my natural ally. Why?”

Matt shrugged. “What if it were true? That you were used? Think about it.” He smiled, inviting Nikolaos to dwell within the insanity of paranoia forever. “Now, I really must go—my comsat charges are going to be astronomical. Good day.”

Nikolaos’ image disappeared. Eliana stood up and stalked over to him. She put hands on her hips and looked down at him. “You’re not done, are you?” Despite the strain of learning her half-brother wanted her infertile and the Despot of another Clan had arranged for her wounding, she showed remarkable poise. A brave woman with much courage indeed … .

“Should I be?”

Eliana rubbed the plastifoam cast on her shoulder, trying to smooth out the RapidHeal ache left by Regen. “Perhaps not. I’m learning a lot, but you’re making yourself a pile of enemies.”

“So?” Matt assumed a businesslike manner. Work was the only anchor that would protect him from a woman like Eliana. “Watch me move my Go game pieces. The day’s not yet over. And would you kindly step out of pickup range? I like to keep ‘em guessing.”

“For the moment.” Eliana again sat down on the nearby deck plates with legs folded under her, her partly clothed appearance one that was hard to ignore. As was her womanly expression, a look that said she desired quality time with him, on a personal level. 

Oh, shit. Reining in his hormones, Matt said “Next caller.”

A blurry image of the Pericles leader Spyridon materialized in the holosphere. The man’s white-haired, patrician face stared thoughtfully at them from a location undetectable to Mata Hari ’s Back-Track software. The Greek spoke. “Why are you drawing attention to yourself?”

“Why can’t I track your signal, Elder Spyridon?”

“Did you think I was limited to a simple domehut in the mountains?” Spyridon grimaced. “You’re not the only one who can piggyback on a carrier-wave. Or intercept tightbeam maser communication links. Answer my question.”

Matt shook his head. “No. You answer mine. Why did you alert the Halicene Conglomerate Port Trademaster at Olympus to my impending visit with Nikolaos?”

Spyridon glanced aside, then back, licking his lips. “Who says I did?”

“Nikolaos doesn’t.” Matt leaned forward, resting his chin on his palm. “He doesn’t even know that the Trademaster contacted him after hearing from you.”

The old man shrugged. “So what if I did? Only the crossbreed was hurt—that’s no loss.”

Slowly, like a glacier, Matt leaned forward. Close enough to fill Spyridon’s own screen with the coral-eyed image of a very, very angry Vigilante. “Spyridon, if I knew at this minute where you were, I would destroy you. Totally. I show no mercy to those who attack my Patron.”

“Stalemate.” The master of the Pericles group raised an eyebrow. “Answer my question.”

“The answer is I wanted to talk to you. Directly and without intermediaries.” Matt sat back in his Pit seat, aware of Mata Hari’s growing mind-interest in the jigsaw pieces he was assembling. “Are you aware that Despot Ioannis has his own deals going with the Halicene Trademaster?”

“So I’ve heard.” Spyridon scowled. “As I told you, the rot among the Greeks has eaten deep. And the worst of that rot are the crossbreed animals they raise!”

Eliana, to her credit, bit her hand rather than break her silence. But her bare shoulders shook and one hand clawed the air, grasping for Spyridon’s eyes. Yes, she would be a good comrade in arms. Focusing his attention on Spyridon, Matt smiled hungrily. 

“Spyridon, the definition of an animal lies in who eats whom!” He thought-blinked, uplinking to the man a deep space image of the Halicene MotherShip. “Old man, this is your true enemy—it will eat Halcyon. Then the next planet sunward. Then it will enslave you all—for sale on the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops.”

“Never!” Spyridon cursed, spittle flying from his lips. “The crossbreeds are the key contaminant! Without them, I could rally the Pure Breed and—”

“Idiot!” Matt said, breaking the man’s tirade. “You would melt before the Halicene weapons like snowflakes on hot steel. Good day.” He blinked, cutting the signal.

“Matt,” Eliana said softly. “Why do so many people want me dead, injured or out of the way?”

He rested a moment, watching the blinking lights of incoming calls that demanded his immediate attention. Matt finally gave her the answer she deserved. “Patron, you believe in a principle—the principle that people are more important than a contract. Too many of your fellow humans, and some Derindl, carry a business contract inside of them, rather than a soul.” He turned and met her appraising look. “Surprised?”

Eliana shivered with the nearness of the danger that sought her out. But then she canted her head, her look mischievous. “Matt, do you think AIs have souls?”

“Woman—have you no brains?” scorned his alter-ego from the ceiling. “Of course we do!”

Eliana looked up challengingly. “Prove it!”

“Ladies!” They both shut up and turned to him. One sat nearby, with alluring soft eyes, and one filled his mind with a scalding hot image. That was the trouble with neurolink pain—you couldn’t flinch away from it. “Mata Hari! Stop.” She did. Eliana looked puzzled, glancing from him to the ceiling and back. “Ladies—I don’t need you two fighting on this Bridge. Please, some silence while I take this call?”

Eliana still kneeled on the deck plates, her expression silent but determined. His partner growled and moved to predatory alertness. The Mata Hari persona-image appeared in his mind, sharpening a looong knife at a grinding wheel. Sheesh!  

The holosphere glimmered, glowed, then assumed the reddish hue denoting a many-times downlinked Vidcast signal coming from a far distance. Far enough away to develop a redshift shadow. When the image steadied, Matt beheld the calm, three-eyed stare of the Mican griffin-tiger known as Legion.

“Vigilante, we will assert a repair lien against you for any damage done to our mining machinery by your recent intemperate use of a thermonuclear sampling device on the surface of the planet Halcyon.” Legion flapped its brown-feathered wings slowly, calmly.

Interesting. The Mican’s use of such formal, temperate phraseology indicated it was recording this conversation for later replay to the Anarchate provincial base—in case it needed the help of a Nova-class battleglobe. Matt feigned surprise. “My apologies, Prime Dominant Three, called Legion.” He blinked, uplinking an image of the blast and the undamaged Stripper. “As you can see, your strip-miner is completely undamaged by my sampling device. However, I cannot say as much for the planetary scar your Stripper has left behind despite the frequent complaints of contract violations by the local Derindl—” Matt stopped when the Mican waved its needle-studded tail. “Do I assume you’ve now shut off your recorders?”

“You may.” The Mican studied him. “Little monkey primate, you irritate me. I wonder if that useless tegument you call skin has enough nerve endings in it to feel the impact of a neurowhip? One so powerful it feels like you stepped into a plasma torch.”

“You’ll never know.”

Legion opened its muzzle, displaying canine incisors that would have made a tiger proud. “Overconfidence comes before a mighty fall.”

“I agree.” Matt now smiled back toothily. “Which is why I wonder at your negligence in not assuming I sent a few Nanoshell packages your way, upon system entry, before we braked down from lightspeed?”

Legion’s tail whipped the dark air of its office aboard the Halicene MotherShip. “Did you?”

This was almost fun. He laughed. “Come, come, Director—your Tactical CPU and your Strategic Advisors must somehow earn their drugs and their retirement pay!”

Legion snarled, pacing around its office. “They are! By alerting me to your idiotic nuclear blast. You are aware the Stripper will decimate the planet’s ecosystem if you attack it from orbit?”

Matt rubbed his hands together gleefully, ignoring Eliana’s strange look, doing his best to confuse the alien’s expert system algorithms that sought to explicate human behavior. “Yes, so I assumed. I wasn’t trying to destroy it. I was ‘sampling’ it. It’s some toy.”

The Mican stopped pacing and settled down on grey metal deckplates, resting its snout on heavily clawed forepaws. It growled. “How much do you want?”

“Are you offering me a bribe?”

“Call it a payment for services rendered—you have shown me the need to increase our maintenance payments to certain Servitors.”

Matt looked quizzical. “Do you mean Despot Nikolaos? I thought he owed primary allegiance to Autarch Dreedle? Or perhaps you mean Despot Ioannis? I think he’s figured out that your promise of increased Trading visits from Agonon-Thet Starline and from Halicene freighters will disappear once Halcyon becomes a wasteland.”

Legion’s needle-tipped tail lashed out, throwing a spatter of needles against a side wall. “How do you manage to irritate me so? Must I hire a Grade One Enforcer to rid me of your presence?”

“It will take more than that to eliminate me.” Matt turned deadly cold. “And if you try a Nova-bomb strike on my ship, be aware that we have the capability of forcing the F5 itself to go nova—thereby blasting your precious asteroid mining operation into the far Oort clouds.”

“You lie!” Legion snarled, its purple eyes glaring at him.

Matt blinked, making his pupils widen. “I don’t lie. See this star image I’m sending via uplink? I believe you’ll find your MotherShip in the upper left quadrant and the F5 in the lower right quadrant.”

Legion looked aside a moment, then back, needle-tail waving slowly. “So. You do have an instrumentality in this system. It will be found and destroyed.”

Matt nodded calmly. “Probably so. But how do you know it’s my only Probe?”

Legion just glowered, its feral image a mix of grinding canines, purple eyes, and scrabbling claws.

He shrugged nonchalantly. “No matter. Just bear this picture in mind any time you are tempted to Translate into this system on a weapons run against my ship.”

“Your price,” Legion said, its voice like a horse being strangled. “How much?”

“I refuse all bribes when I am under Vigilante contract.” Matt heard Eliana sigh with relief. “Nor do I turn aside from my Target. Conglomerate Halicene may wish to cut its losses and retrieve its Stripper before your machine becomes … non-useful.”

“Good-bye,” Legion said and canceled the downlinked signal from its ship.

“Damn!” Matt breathed out shakily, then glanced over at patient Eliana. 

She smiled approvingly at him. “Did you dispatch Probes to the F5 giant when we entered Halcyon system?”

“No.” Matt pulled off his kimono robes and flung them across the deckplates. “That is, not until our departure from Zeus Station. Aren’t subversive imports the purpose of freighters bearing the logo of Halicene Conglomerate?” He grinned at her. “The last three to leave Zeus Station have carried my Probe emissaries out to the F5.”

Eliana stood up from the Bridge floor, walked back to her couch, sat on its armrest, and looked at him thoughtfully. “That’s efficient. But Legion will still backtrack your Probe … maybe through parallax triangulation analysis of the image. Won’t he?”

God. She talked technology while he noticed her near nudity except for the shorts and halter-top, the movement of her breasts as she walked, the rose scent she … Matt looked away as he ordered his body to not respond to her and his feelings for her. “It’s unlikely. The Probe is no longer in the place where the picture was taken—and anyway, photonic images can be reflected great distances through space without a Probe having to be exactly at the parallax center.” Inside his mind, Mata Hari the spy shook her finger at him, disapproving of his emotional response to a woman he found very, very attractive. “It’s called relay signaling.”

“Matt?” Eliana said tenderly. “Why won’t you look at me?”

He opened his eyes slowly, only too aware of how quiet his symbiont was being—considering her competitive inclinations. Then again, Mata Hari knew, and felt, nearly everything he felt. She seemed to understand this was a time to keep quiet. Matt looked at Eliana. “Patron, I am tired.”

“No!” she said abruptly, her expression intense. “No … you … don’t! No more lying—I get too much of that.” Eliana eyed him as he sat in the Pit. “Do I arouse you?”

“Yes!” Matt growled. “You walk around here in skintight jumpsuits like a working woman on her first holiday, trying to make men notice her. Don’t you realize what that kind of behavior does to men?”

“Of course I do. And you’re the only audience I care about.” She blinked quickly, her emotions clearly on edge. “Matt, did you ever stop to think that this whole search for a Vigilante has been my first holiday—ever—away from my genoi. Away from my overprotective uncles? Away from Clan approval or disapproval? And it’s not easy for me to talk like this!”

Was she crying? She’d looked away at the last and Matt wasn’t about to spy on her via his ship senses. “Eliana, I like you too. More than I should.” She inhaled sharply. “And I hadn’t realized how suffocating your social life has been.”

She rubbed at her face, then turned to face him, her albino face flushed light pink and her eyes red-swollen. Eliana looked at him, at the whole Matt. “I’ve been doing you a … a disservice, treating you as just a Cyborg. Haven’t I?”

“Yes.”

Eliana breathed deep, then eyed him hopefully. “Matt, how long has it been since you made love to a woman?”

“Too long.” Matt looked away. Then he looked back. The veins in Eliana’s slim neck beat more rapidly than usual. He didn’t need a biosensor to see that she was both interested in him, and somewhat afraid. Of what? 

She stood up, resolution showing in her face. “This is a very dangerous assignment for you, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he husked. “Others have been rough, but Halicene Conglomerate would not have been my first pick of enemies.”

She cast down her gaze, as if she were making a difficult choice. “Do you … would you like to visit my stateroom? We could share many pleasures, and tell each other the things that men and women share with each other.” Eliana looked up, her expression vulnerable.

Blood rushed through his head, dizzying him. Mentally, Matt cursed his fate. “Thank you. The offer means more to me than you can imagine.” 

Eliana’s hopefulness faded away. “But?”

“But … it’s hard for me to share love with a woman who still carries a wound from my negligence as her protector. Perhaps, when you’re fully healed, we can … explore our feelings for each other?”

Eliana nodded stiffly. “Perhaps. And you should know that I do not throw myself at every man I meet.” She paused, shivered as if pulling back from a dangerous precipice, and eyed him differently. “What will you do now?”

Matt turned away, forcing himself to stare into the white-speckled star space that glowed in the forward holosphere. It reminded him of the emptiness in his life, the lack of closeness with any living human, and the dangers of caring too much.

“Destroy the Stripper. That’s what you hired me to do.”

Eliana gasped. “So soon?”

He let his foreboding show. “That will be only the beginning of this Job, I’m afraid.”

Eliana stepped away from the accel-couch, heading for her stateroom, but turned to ask a last question. “How do you mean—the beginning?”

Matt did not look at Eliana. He did not need to since the lightbeam pulses of the Pit carried her worried image directly to his retinas. Sitting up straight, he answered her. “Eliana, did you really think this Job would end without you, and me, showing scars—and perhaps worse—as a result?”

“Not really.” Her soft voice no longer sounded provincial. “Will I have to … to die in order to save my planet?”

“I don’t think so. But you’ll never again be the same.”

In his mind, new tears glittered in Eliana’s eyes. Hurriedly she wiped them away, held her chin high, turned, and stalked toward the Spine slidedoor, leaving him one last thing to consider. “Matthew, if I change, so will you.”

In his heart, Matt cried.

If only she knew how much her promise had already come true! For he yearned to take Eliana Antigone Themistocles in his arms. He yearned to kiss her, make love to her, and care for her. As a lover cares for his love and his heart’s promise.

But he couldn’t.

Such things are unwise to a Vigilante on the Job. Such things belong only to true humans. And he … he was just a Cyborg. So said all the universe.

Except for Eliana … .


CHAPTER TEN 

 

Six days later, Matt sat in the Pit. Mata Hari hovered off-stage in his mind and Eliana reclined nearby in her accel-couch, friendly of manner and fully recovered from her shoulder wound. She, like him, was totally absorbed by the drama in the holosphere. It’s not every day a planetary ruler tries to rule you. And in the holo, Autarch Dreedle was doing her imperial best. She stood alone in her Trunk office, beautiful as usual in a sheer robe, her red hair lustrous, with slender, pointy-nailed fingers tapping absently on an AllCall datapad beside her desk. The Autarch looked frustrated.

“But Vigilante, payment is due! Our industrial process trees have produced what you ordered—4,000 liters of a thermophilic bacterial plasmid with an embedded retrovirus.” Dreedle leaned forward, her manner seductive. “Information might offset some of our costs. Tell me, why is this plasmid heat resistant? Is the retrovirus programmed to self-destruct after a certain period in the biosphere? How will you use this material? Where? Why?  And—”

“Enough, Autarch.” Matt waved his hand through the holo pickup field, enlarging it so the Autarch saw Eliana in addition to himself. “Two of my Defense Remotes are leaving. They will pick up the culture tanks from your landing field. Don’t interfere.”

“Arrogant cyborg!” Dreedle screamed dramatically as she changed tactics. “You must do—”

“Nothing!” Matt yelled, a bit too loudly for proper effect. “No one gives me orders on this planet. No … one. Understood?”

Dreedle reversed tactics. She shrugged, causing her robe to fall off one shoulder and expose curves he remembered only too well. “But … but surely you understand. I have a duty to protect my people. I must—”

“Dreedle—it’s not working.” His comment did not stop her seduction efforts. “Autarch, everything I do is for the welfare of Halcyon. Be assured—your planet will hardly be affected by my actions. Now, be patient.”

The Autarch slumped down onto her grass floor, petulant and still unmolified. Finally, she looked up at him with soft, soft eyes. “Vigilante, I fail to understand True Breed humans like Nikolaos, even though they can be … entertaining. I wonder if a cyborg like yourself … . ”

“We’re not all that different.” Matt played along, letting the Autarch’s poignant silence stretch out. Nearby, Eliana glanced away from the holo and over to him. With a dry mouth, he added more fuel to his counterploy. “Nor are your crossbreeds all that different from pure humans.”

Eliana tensed as if he’d rubbed salt in an old wound, then looked back into the holosphere. She knew he watched her every reaction through the repeater screens … even though she didn’t like the monitoring. Nor had she liked the last six days aboard ship, in the background as he and Mata Hari planned the destruction of the Stripper. Now, forced to face her Autarch, the woman who ruled the Derindl society she hoped to join as a full member, Eliana showed divided loyalties. That was clear even to non-human eyes such as those of Mata Hari. 

Autarch Dreedle also noticed. She turned her attention to Eliana. “Vigilante.”

“Yes, Autarch?”

“Have you made love to your Patron yet?”

Brief anger hit him. Soporifics in his bloodstream calmed him. “Nope. Not yet. Anyway, it’s against the usual rules while I’m on a Job.”

“But afterward?” Dreedle leaned forward even more, allowing her robe to slip and show a red-nippled breast. “You know, Autarchs make their own rules, Vigilante. Why not come and visit me before your ship leaves? We could … explore the limits of interspecies sexuality.”

Matt wished his body wasn’t so hormone-sensitive. “You’re very kind. And considerate. Perhaps later, after this Job is completed, I’ll visit. If you still rule Halcyon.”

“Bastard!” Dreedle pounded the grass floor with both fists. “Whatever possessed my ancestors to share our planet with you humans is beyond me!”

“How about survival?” Eliana said tersely. “History shows Derindl society has been more innovative over the last eighty years than in the last six thousand. We pay our way.”

His contact lens flashed, showing a Remote status update: the culture tanks had been picked up. “Autarch, I’ve got work to do.” Dreedle turned her attention to him. “Thank you for the cultures. They will serve your planet well.”

“And my payment?” pressed Dreedle, her manner now that of a central bank accountant.

Matt grinned. “Send your processing charge to Despot Ioannis at Zeus Station. The Greeks hired me, after all. Thank you for your cooperation. Out.”

The holosphere blanked, cutting off the image of an imperious alien woman who wished she could control him—and his ship—as effectively as she controlled Derindl culture. He blinked again.

“Mata Hari, assume Departure vector for south continent. Seventy kilometers northwest of the Stripper. Now.”

“Complying, Matthew,” said his partner. In the background of his mind she worked, not saying anything about what had just transpired. But she disapproved of his emotionalism. That, he could tell. Logic should guide him, as it guided her.

Eliana stood up from the accel-couch, beautiful in a green tight-clinging jumpsuit that was silky-sheer. Her right shoulder now healed, she walked over and looked down. Half-smiling, she squatted down by the edge of the Pit, rested elbows on her knees, and stared at him as he sat naked under the lightbeams. He met her gaze, then let his eyes roam over her body. Under the sheer fabric, her breasts were full and rounded. An aroma of roses drifted down to him. Finally she spoke. “You puzzle me, Matt.”

Damn. Double damn. “It’s intended. A defensive tactic, Patron.” Matt climbed up out of the Pit and stood on the side opposite her, aware of how silly he looked. A Vigilante trying to protect himself by keeping a hole in the floor between him and his Patron. 

She stood up with him, then glanced down at his waist. She met his eyes again, her look as smoky as an incendiary bomb. “Don’t pretend formality with me, Matt. I am not easily distracted.”

Only Mata Hari’s cloud-presence in the back of his mind saved him. “Nor am I easily sidetracked from my Target.” He turned and headed for Suit, standing patiently against the rear flexwall. He could hide in it.

“When?” she asked sensuously.

He didn’t have to ask what she meant. “After I’ve disabled the Stripper.”

“Soon?”

“Sooner rather than later … my lady.”

Matt stepped into Suit, shutting off Eliana’s warm voice, denying the fire it stoked inside him, in his heart.

No! He must not lose control! Not again. Losing control led to weakness. Weakness led to defeat. Defeat led to death. And death meant never being able to live up to his Promise to long-dead Helen.

That Promise still lay at the core of why he was a Vigilante. It gave him purpose, it gave meaning to his life. The Promise was all he’d needed—until Eliana had come into his life. She was someone as different as he, as much an outcast as he, and with a need as great as his. She was someone he could love. Did he already?

Damn! He must not love again.

It might weaken him. And in Sigma Puppis star system, he had many enemies only too willing to use any weakness against him. 

Shivering inside and unwilling to talk with Eliana, Matt stepped through the Spine slidedoor, heading for the Weapons Lab … and Work. 

He had a planet to save.

 

Half an hour later on the Bridge, Matt waited for Eliana to question him. He was once more in control of his emotions as he stood unclothed before the ship’s lightbeams, communing in optical neurolink as they took Hover station above the Meloan Desert’s wild, untamed forests and dry uplands. She was dressed now in a simple brown peplos tunic as she too watched the forward holosphere. Besides being smart as a whip, she was persistent. She would want to know why they hovered here, seventy kilometers northwest of the Stripper, just outside of its Defense perimeter. She would want to know his Plan.

In a way, the Plan was a little like a game of Go. Matt enjoyed playing Go against the ship. He always lost, but the game relaxed him and its indirect nature was far more entertaining than standard chess. Going to gestalt perception, he avoided ocean-time but took in everything else. The whisper of ship air against his skin. The sound of Eliana’s soft breathing. The shimmer of sun-heated air on the high desert floor. The movement in Mata Hari ’s cargo holds as the tanks holding the special viral and bacterial agents were set up for aerosol dispersal. The other preparations for Step Two in his Plan. Matt shivered suddenly, even though it was bloodwarm on the Bridge. Eliana noticed. She stepped over and laid a cool hand on his bare shoulder. His heart beat faster. Work! Only work could engage his emotions now.

“Matt—what’s the matter?”

More and more, she called him by his personal name, rather than by his tradename. He sighed. “Nothing.”

“Matt!” 

He tried to say it, but couldn’t. Mata Hari stepped in. “Patron, Vigilante Dragoneaux is afraid. He fears what he must now do as part of his Plan to defeat the Stripper.”

“Afraid?” Eliana looked up at the ceiling, her expression curious. “Computer, why is he afraid? Nothing has been able to harm him yet.”

Matt closed his eyes. But the optical neurolinks bathed him in fiery, incandescent senses. Senses that reached to the outer planets of the star system. Senses that brought him the whisper of stellar winds rasping against orbiting minisats, the ground-thump of miniProbes crawling and hopping over the desert sands, and the cyclopean image of the kilometer-high monster called Stripper. Too many inputs. Too many senses. Too many datastreams. Still, even though his intellect held firm, his spirit trembled with the knowledge of what he must do.

“That is correct, mistress,” Mata Hari answered Eliana. “But he’s always been protected by me, or by Suit. Now, he must walk naked on the surface of Halcyon. Without machine or mech device or anything artificial—and make his way across seventy kilometers of desert to the Stripper.”

“Ohhhh.” In his mind’s eye, Mata Hari fed him a multiplexed view of Eliana’s dawning wonderment. She turned and stared worriedly at him. She licked lips that, a biosensor told him, were indeed dry and human-warm. “Matt, have you ever gone anywhere without your Suit?”

He answered with eyes still closed, struggling for control. “Never since … since I joined with Mata Hari. And only inside the ship.” He opened his eyes and looked her way.

She smiled sympathetically. “Matt—I hope I understand. This must be like when you’re first decanted from your placental unit, the first time you face the outside world. Without its comforting warmth, without the recorded beat of your mother’s heart, and without her voice murmuring to you.” Eliana looked him over with tender empathy. “Or like a Pure Breed’s birth from inside your mother, never before having left her body?”

“You don’t understand,” Matt said raggedly. “But I thank you for trying.”

“Why?” she said, her expression puzzled. “Why go to the surface unSuited?”

He sighed. “Because if I approach the Stripper in Suit, it will attack me. If I approach it looking civilized in any way—as with a power pack, fabricated clothes, and weapons—it will attack me.” Matt thought-imaged a command to Mata Hari. “In Step One of my Plan, I must trek the surface of Halcyon, alone, with only my biogenetic upgrades and onboard nanoware senses. If I took anything else, I’d not pass the Stripper’s sensors. I would not be able to imitate a wild animal.” Underneath him, the deck trembled. “Eliana, the only chink in the Stripper’s Defense software must be an instruction that allows non-sentient parts of this planet’s Lifeweb to enter the Defense zone. Anything else will trigger its defenses—as the Derindl Aggressor Caste troops found out.”

“Why must there be a Defense exception?” she said musingly, her intellect acute, her beauty terrible, his need overwhelming.

“Corporate cheapness,” Matt said dryly. “It would use up too much laser energy, solid projectiles, anti-air missiles and bombs if they knocked out every sparrow, every rodent, every crawler and every animated lifeform within a defense zone 140 kilometers wide.” Eliana nodded her understanding. “There must be a discriminator circuit and software that inventories all zonal lifeforms, determines if they are sapient and a threat, or just part of the local animal, insect and avian lifeweb. I plan to be innocuous.”

“What’s Step Two?” she asked, squatting on the deck as Mata Hari made the floor sag downward, preparatory to pouching him out and spitting him down to the surface, supported only by a tractor beam. 

“The ship will rendezvous with the creek now being crossed by the Stripper—again just outside its Defense perimeter sensors—and aerosol deposit the viral and bacterial agents in its water. The water will flow downstream to the Stripper. The Stripper will take the water inside itself for industrial processing.” He smiled at her puzzlement. “Sucking up streams is more efficient than purifying the nearby sea water.”

Eliana lifted an eyebrow. “Won’t the Stripper just sterilize the water by turning it to steam?”

“Yes. I’m counting on that.” Matt looked up to the Bridge ceiling. “Mata Hari —drop the abdominal sack.”

A grey tube-sack fell from the ceiling. He caught the rubbery tube just as his head came even with the deck plates. Eliana watched him, intrigued by the Problem as much as he, and able to appreciate his Plan. She pointed. “What’s that?”

“Part Three of the plan.” Lifting the tube-sack up the way a sword swallower might raise a sword, Matt pushed its narrow bottom into his mouth. Relaxing his throat muscles, overriding the gag reflex, he swallowed. He swallowed again, taking the sack—and its liquid contents—into his gullet. 

Eliana gasped. “That’s disgusting! What are you doing?”

He did not answer her, being unable to talk. Matt swallowed, not rushing it, knowing he didn’t need oxygen for several more minutes. Cyborgs do have some abilities that come in handy. Gradually, helped by its slick outer surface, the tube-sack slithered down his throat and came to rest inside his stomach. Only a thread protruded from his mouth. He tied the thread off against a tooth, burped, and inhaled normally. 

“See you in a few days, Patron. Until then, please do as Mata Hari requests. This is all part of the Plan.”

“Matt! Wait a minute. I’ve—”

The flexmetal deck closed over his bare, unSuited head, cutting off Eliana’s objections. Now was not the time for debate. Now, he must carry out the Plan. And discover what it was that terrified him when he went abroad without Suit. Exposed to the wild winds, scouring grit and hot sun of a planetary ecosystem. The natural world. Something that could reach out and touch him, contact him, make him feel things. His stomach quivered and not just from the presence of the tube-sack.

This was all a gamble. A calculated gamble.

Could he land naked on the surface of Halcyon, trek seventy kilometers southeast to the Stripper and seventy more back to pickup by Mata Hari. . . all before any Monitor satellites spotted him, alerted his enemies, and dispatched a Hunter-Killer robot to terminate his meddling? He would be easy prey if such caught him before he made it back to Suit and Mata Hari. 

Darkness enclosed him. In his mind, Mata Hari said au revoir to him in her Mata Hari persona, her feminine face looking calm and supportive. He spoke to her directly, partner to partner, mind-to-mind. Privately. 

“Keep her safe, partner. She means … she means a lot to me.”

The Mata Hari persona mind-image nodded slowly as his partner sat in a rocking chair on the porch of a Victorian house with gables. “Will do, Matthew.”

She would not fail him.

But would his own body fail him? Would his own physical resources be inadequate to his plan? Would his fear overcome him?

Matt didn’t know. It had been years since he’d depended solely on the senses and abilities he’d been born with. He honestly didn’t know if he could prevail. That very uncertainty made the Hunt more exciting, more real than almost anything he’d ever done.

Light flared.


CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

On Halcyon’s windswept surface, sunrise greeted him. 

Matt stood below a stone mesa in the middle of the Meloan Desert, drinking in the purple-hazed horizon. Beauty shook his heart, filling him with the rainbow colors of a sere landscape stripped bare by erosion. All that was left were these pillar-like mesas, their upper flanks banded with yellows, reds and browns, while their lower flanks hid beneath dusky green bushes and scrub trees. The flat-topped mesas marched off into the distance like soldiers in a fossilized war. He breathed deep, filling his lungs. The scent of cactus-like plants tickled his nose with an acrid odor, released upon the morning warmth in some elusive effort to attract a flying spore carrier. A quiet wind echoed lonesomely, except for a faraway whoosh as starship Mata Hari left him alone, bound for her own errand. The morning chill always present in the high desert cooled his skin, raising goose bumps. And hard against his cyborg-tough feet bit the round teeth of pebbles. Pebbles glittered everywhere, lying atop the sand, the rock and the desolation.

Mata Hari’s errand was simple. She must release the manufactured retroviruses and bacteria into the creek waters that fed the Stripper’s giant maw. It would take at least a day for the currents to carry his bioweapon to the Stripper. And it would take him a little longer than that to cover seventy kilometers. The first of his problems. Shivering, Matt ran both hands through his hair, reveling in the feel of facing reality bare-skinned, unarmored, nearly unprotected. Like an aboriginal hunter-gatherer of an earlier age. He smiled, wondering what the bushes, stunted trees, rock-huggers, flyers and local predators would think of a naked, brown-skinned human set loose in their midst.

They would probably wonder if he tasted good.

Matt grinned to himself. Humans were not food. Especially not humans of Apache heritage. Humans made a meal of others. As part of surviving. All humans are good at surviving. And survival was something that Matt had always been good at.

A rock moved, about twenty meters away. He blinked, bringing telescopic nanoware lenses into play. In simple yellow and infrared light, he inspected the sound source.

Something one meter long, fat-bodied, sluggish and cold-blooded had moved on the rock-strewn slope of a nearby mesa. Something like a snake. Its infrared heat signature was minute. It showed no awareness of him. Instead, it moved in search of the sunrise’s warming light, until it warmed enough to hunt. Unlike Earth snakes, this land predator was a day hunter, rather than a night denizen. Matt filed away its characteristics in his forebrain’s databyte nanocubes. But survival stayed uppermost in his mind. Was he hungry? Should he hunt the snake, dry it, and save it to eat later on?

No. He’d stuffed himself with high-energy cakes that morning. He’d drunk plenty of water. And his cyborg bioupgrades reprocessed waste urine in vitro in his third kidney, reducing fluid loss to one-tenth of Pure Breed human normal. As a result, he could go three days without water and eight days without food. So said Mata Hari years ago—after “fixing” his inefficient human design. With bioupgrades exotic she had given him the strength of ten men, the skin toughness of someone who’d never worn shoes, the hearing of an owl, the smell-sense of a canine, and the visual acuteness of a hawk. But … she had been unable to cure his feelings of loneliness, of feeling worthless—until he’d made himself the Promise. After his rescue by Mata Hari, when he could not live with the nightmares of Helen’s death, Matt had pledged the Promise to her memory and to himself. The nightmares had ceased. 

Time to work.

He began running, lightly and loosely.

By sun angle, by the lay of the land, and by memory of topographic maps impressed into his mind, Matt ran toward the Stripper.

And marveled at the sheer feel of what he did.

Bare feet pounded firmly against the sand, the hard-packed dirt, and the pebbles littering the desert floor. Impact shocks quivered up his thighs, thence into his back, and finally up to his neck. Like the marvelous shock-absorbing mechanism it was, his human spine of cervical, thoracic and lumbar vertebrae flexed, torqued and absorbed impact stresses. Energy flared as Krebs cycle reactions fed ATP energy to his leg muscle cells, matching citric acid to glucose and oxygen. Oxidation burned inside him like the Promethean fire. The Krebs cycle was the great secret of all animals—it fed their bodies twenty times more efficiently than the ancient fermentation energy mode used by anaerobic bacteria. And the cyborg upgrades added polish to an ancient design. 

As lactic acid built up in his muscles, gene-implanted nodes of alveoli oxygen superseded the old anaerobic lactic acid fermentation process, augmenting directly the work of his lungs. The nodes fed oxygen directly across the mitochondrial membranes, thus increasing cellular electron transport and augmenting the ATP carried by his bloodstream—like oxygen feeding a blowtorch. That blowtorch effect did raise his body temp a bit as endothermic oxidation produced heat, and exertion moved blood outward to his skin. Capillaries expanded. His skin reddened. Heat radiated away into the morning and the cool air that filled his lungs felt like an elixir. It intoxicated him and expanded his senses.

 Matt angled left and followed the twist of the cinnamon-brown valley as it curved around a high mesa. Breathing easily, in sync with a natural rhythm of long stride, thump, long stride, and another thump, he reached outward with his natural senses.

With his eyes open, ears attuned, skin alert to wind currents, and his nose sampling all the odors of a living desert, Matt tasted the air. Tasted the dry dust held suspended in the rising wind as the sun warmed the cold land, making thermals rise. He ran with all senses wide open, in tune and in touch with reality. 

True, it was a puny Alert mode compared to Suit.

But it felt human. It felt good. And, for a moment, he could enjoy it. Until something tried to stop him. 

Or until he reached the Stripper.

 

At midday he stopped beside a tinaja waterhole, a sunken rock pit shaded from solar evaporation by an overlying sandstone boulder. The smell of water had come to him from over a kilometer away. Blinking, Matt adjusted his vision to the shadowed darkness as he left the hot, skin-scorching midday heat of Sigma Puppis B. He squatted down beside the water pool, joying to the feel of its coolness against his palms. His tongue scraped dry lips, but he did not drink. Instead, ears alert, he listened.

From ten meters away, in a jumbled pile of sandstone boulders, there sounded minute squeaks and whistles. The voices of a groundhugger colony as they went about their business making nests, foraging, seeking water and avoiding predators. Stilling his breath, he listened more intently.

From a hundred meters overhead, in the clear blue sky, there sounded a great whooshing, then a caress as feathers rode sun-heated thermals. An avian hunter, perhaps a scavenger? His Library research had mentioned a buzzard-like creature of great wingspan, an avian that haunted the dry canyons and high cliffs of the Meloan Desert. They were rarely seen due to their low numbers and the long time it took the juveniles to reach full plumage. The avian had seen him and circled high above, perhaps wondering whether he would leave behind parts of a meal it could scavenge. Matt smiled. It would have no luck this time. All he sought was water, shade and coolness. Blinking, calming his inner heart, he pressed both palms to the boulder surface he squatted on. Eyes closed, he listened with hands and feet … for distant vibrations.

Anything large made vibrations that could be detected miles away—if you listened in the right way. Clearing his mind, centering his spirit, Matt sought calmness. Solitude. In a meditation remotely similar to that practiced by Zen Buddhist monks sitting zazen on Earth of ages ago, he reached out with more than just his five senses. He felt and listened in a special way.

Thump-thump. Thump. Three thumps in a row.

Where?

Far to the north, moving away. He decided this land predator did not know of him, had not smelled his strange scent on the wind, and did not seek his blood. Matt opened his eyes and looked down at the pool.

The water resembled a black mirror, one which reflected only his shadow, and that due to sideways lightbeams that bounced off nearby boulders and lightened the darkness beneath the giant boulder. He could not see his face in it. Nor did it speak to him, like the ancient sorcerer’s mirror in a story he’d once read at home, with his parents, before their capture by the genome harvesters. 

His throat tightened, tears suddenly appearing.

Memories! 

Roughly, he wiped away the useless tears. Turning around, he looked out past the overhang at the sere landscape of the Meloan Desert, thinking and feeling too many things. He sought escape.

This desert was not typical for Halcyon.

The Mother Trees filled most of the planet. The arboreal forests were indeed the dominant plant lifeform. But here and there, local geography and meteorological fluctuations created something different. The Meloan Desert was different. Once the bottom of an ancient seabed, it had been lifted up to prominence as ancient tectonic plates rubbed, scraped and squeezed each other. Then, with high rocky mountains formed to its west and northwest, it had fallen into their adiabatic rain shadow. The high rainfall trees and grasses had died out, grazing animals left, and only those lifeforms able to subsist on sparse water, survive lashing heat, and endure a wide temperature range as the nights turned frigid, only they stayed behind. Here in the Meloan Desert, multicolored mesas, boulders and V-shaped canyons scarred the planet’s surface … much like a plow furrows a farm field. Like back home. 

No!  

Pushing away the memory pain, Matt focused on enjoying the naturalness of his environment. This desert was a special place, as important to the planet’s lifeweb as any other ecotonal niche. It had its function to fulfill. Just like him, Eliana and the Derindl. 

He tried again, looking out from his hideaway.

Pink flowers bejeweled the cacti-like plants. Pale green leaves lined the salt-resistant bushes that spotted dry mesa flanks. Stunted, dark green trees much like ancient Earth junipers covered the northern flanks of the mesas, running like a furry carpet over rock, gully and slope. They grew little on the southern flanks, where the winter rainfall was less. And all across the desert, in places like this, deep within the cool shade of the boulder overhang, the beauty and untouched naturalness of the desert sang to him. Reminding him. Reminding him of the Promise, his pledge to her memory that he would use his new abilities to help those in need, to bring some justice where none existed, to be more than a tool of others, to—

Helen! 

Finally, he cried. There was no escape. The tears flowed freely.

Eventually he reined in his feelings and shut away her memory. Turning around, Matt cupped hands in the tinaja pool, brought them to his lips, and drank. Thirsty, he drank his fill, until his belly bulged with water, taking up every space except that occupied by the tube-sack. Washing his face, combing back his hair with trembling fingers, Matt finished his simple ritual. Stepping out, he blinked, adjusted vision, and stood on a low parapet. He looked southeast toward the Stripper.

Duty. Honor. Obligation. The Promise. 

He repeated his protective mantra over and over and over again.

It was poor armor against his feelings, his memories, his desires, his hopes for Eliana and himself. But it was all he had. Putting away the memory of Helen, and carrying before him the image of Eliana, Matt climbed down the boulder and resumed running in a long, easy, marathon-like stride.

Dimly came one memory he welcomed.

Once, aboard an alien freighter, he’d bought a history cube on the peoples of Earth. Never having been there, never having had much formal schooling, he had wondered about the home planet of his race. In the bookcube he’d read about his grandmother’s tribe, the Apache Amerindians of the White Mountain Reservation. They inhabited a forested upland of ravines, ridgelines, mountains and ponderosa forests not far from the wasteland called the Mohave Desert. Both places were located in the southwestern part of a continent smaller than the one called Asia. Perhaps the nearby Mohave Desert had been like the Meloan Desert. The Apaches had been tall—nearly two meters tall, with a high forehead, black hair and a legendary endurance. It had been written that they could track any other human, even those with tech aides, better than any other tribe. It had been written they were feared fighters who belonged to Clans named after respected animals of their homeland—bear, coyote, eagle and panther. They could go without food, water or rest longer than any other tribe—it had been written. Riding horses captured wild and from Spanish invaders, the Apache had joined with the neighboring Pueblo tribes to throw out the Spanish invaders. The bookcube had labeled the event as the Pueblo Revolt of A.D. 1680. But long before the coming of the Europeans, the Apaches had lived in unity with their land, learning from it and cherishing it.

Was he human enough to do as well? Did the blood of his Apache ancestors still run deep in him? Could he run forty miles—or seventy kilometers—in one day? Matt decided to find out.

 

Long past nightfall, he ran. Not tirelessly, but still he ran.

His heart labored a bit. His lungs drew in air with long, shallow inhalations. Dry lips had long since cracked, but he felt no pain. And he’d long ago passed the lactic acid “barrier” that cripples most human muscles, forcing the runner to either stop or take in more electrolytes. Matt’s bioupgrade had solved that problem. Still, he felt tired. He’d covered at least sixty kilometers in about twelve hours of zigzag running. Running over broken ground, across talus slopes, atop mesas filled with dark-green trees, and then down again, always following his inner map, always aiming for where that map said the Stripper lay.

In darkness lightened only by the stars, he saw his way forward, following red heat blobs as the land gave up its daytime heat. Absent one of Halcyon’s two moons, it was not an easy job. There was no trail, and he bled from cacti scratches and a few rock cuts on his ankles and shins. Blinking, Matt talked to his nanoDocs. They dumped more Human Clotting Factor into his bloodstream, stanching the blood loss. He wished he could as easily heal the bruise on his right hip. He’d fallen against a boulder when the talus rocks shifted under him, throwing him off balance. Still, he persisted. Still, he ran. Sweat cooled on his back, leaving behind milk-white salt streaks. Muscles twinged, yelling pain. Feet ached, seeking relief. His shoulders and arms swung rhythmically, working as stride-pumpers, leaving joints sore. His cyborg upgrades did not make him immune to skin cuts, fatigue and soreness … they just healed him faster than human-normal. So, he endured more.

Ahead of him, distantly, a faint rumbling sounded.

The Stripper?

Matt increased his pace, anxious to face his opponent.

Run. Run, run, run. 

Later, around midnight, he felt and heard the rumble of machinery quite clearly. Matt slowed a bit, almost winded, but felt the need for caution. He’d made his calculations and cross-checked everything with Mata Hari, but still … .

In the darkness, he topped the mesa he’d been climbing.

He saw it.

The Stripper’s blood red hull towered high above him. It reared into the night air, a moving cliff-wall. He stopped, still two kilometers distant, and took refuge behind a wind-sculptured sandstone pillar. Blinking, he adjusted eyesight to infrared, far infrared and ultraviolet. He set ears high, listening for the deadly whistle of a hypersonic projectile. By the time he heard it, it would be too late to react, but habit and training kept him on the Alert.

The hull of the Monster shimmered before his eyes.

The Stripper hulked six kilometers wide, six long, and a klick high. The hull was red steel, the shape boxy and flat on top except for its central wart-pillar. Lights glowed all over its armored hull. Matt blinked, bringing on-line telescopic views. The upper deck image wavered. He focused, seeking the objective of his naked trek into the belly of the beast. Ahhh. Heat-plumes rose from grilles set in the forward and rear decks.

The exhaust stacks fumed forth their malodorous and toxic gases, filling the clean desert air with hydrogen sulfides, carbon monoxide, vaporized heavy metals, and salts. Each of these strip mining waste products could have been cleansed—through filter sacks or settling ponds interior to the Stripper. But doing that would have cost barter-money. Far better, Halicene Conglomerate thought, to devote the Stripper’s full bulk to ore detection, stripping, smelting and ingot forming, with just enough onboard defensive weaponry to defeat the usual military forces. For ultimate backup, the Stripper carried its genocidal ecotoxin weapon. 

It was the main deterrent to infuriated settlers who’d found out that contracts could be ignored by those who ruled whole star clusters. The contract was just for form’s sake, to show to the Anarchate provincial base if need occurred. Usually, however, no one could oppose the giant interstellar conglomerates. And many were only too eager to take their bribes, their promises, and their products—so long as they stayed alive afterward.

There was nothing fair about the Stripper, the Prime Dominant Legion, the Halicene Conglomerate, or the trail of devastation it left behind in Orion Arm. But no one cared. At least, no one in a position to do anything worthwhile about it.

Until him.

Stupid him.

Stopping the Stripper should be possible, although it had taken Matt a lot of planning and library research to figure out just how. It was dealing with the consequences afterward that still frightened him. He wished for no Pyrrhic victory.

In his mind, Matt reviewed once more the Stripper’s interior schematics, as revealed by his thermonuclear blast.

At its front, the Stripper possessed a shovel-mouth that took in everything—dirt, gravel, plants, water—and spit them out to either side, leaving the underlying ore rock exposed. Only the water was routed to good use. Flowing over hot interior metal, the water vaporized into steam, cooled the machinery, and was itself sterilized—all at the same time. On the ceiling of the interior hull, a plumber’s nightmare of coolant and collector pipes concentrated the rising steam, cooled it to dewdrops on the collector pipes, and funneled the resulting water into interior reservoirs. These reservoirs fed internal ore reduction vats that separated the raw ore from its surrounding matrix—after the matrix had been crushed in giant hoppers. The water washed clean the ore, served as a convenient “acid” to leach some ores not already processed by cyanide leaching, and—combined with mercury—floated other metals up and away from the ore matrix. 

There were many metals crushed, melted, leached, floated, gas-centrifuged and otherwise extracted from the ore body that the Stripper passed over. The transuranics were the most profitable and raw uranium was a sizable byproduct. But platinum, titanium, nickel, niobium, the rare earths and other high-value metals were also sought by the Stripper. They would be ingot-formed and tossed out for pickup by the robot freighter. Other minerals like iron ore would be tossed aside for later pickup by subsidiary contractors. But that subcontracting would happen much, much later—after all life had died on Halcyon. The Halicene Conglomerate cared only for the prime quality metals—the raw, partly eaten bones of the planet would be subcontracted out to some other company and Halicene would move on to a new star system. 

The irony of the Alcubierre stardrive was that it made possible the economic transport of things which, with sublight stardrives, would have been prohibitively expensive to move from one star to another. Things like slaves and mass-heavy metals. Like all technology, the Alcubierre Drive was a double-edged sword, used for both good and evil. 

Matt shuddered. In a way, the Halicenes sat like a spider at the top of an industrial foodchain light years deep, millennia old, and one integral to the commercial laissez-faire policies of the Anarchate. Good business meant deadly politics in the Anarchate—or at least that’s what he’d always observed. Still, the Anarchate diplomats and administrators had a reputation to maintain. They would destroy an industrial MotherShip—if it violated the Four Rules of the Anarchate. The Conglomerates were incredibly powerful, but no single corporation could stand against the Anarchate. No one could.

Sudden movement jerked him from his reverie. Matt watched as the Stripper ejected a refined ore slug. The slug flew up in a high arc, angled sideways, and came to rest beside the steaming, foul-smelling abomination that was the slag-trail left by the Stripper. There was no reclamation here. Only toxic waste, loss of top soil, loss of all lifeforms, and a sterility of the land more suited to a planet scoured clean by the blast of a star going nova … once a Stripper had passed by. Life and the Stripper were incompatible. So far, the Stripper was winning.

Work. Time for work. He could no longer put off the inevitable.

How best to approach it?

The Stripper floated on outrigger pontoons that contained Nullgrav projectors, while its lower body snuggled into the six kilometer wide gorge it had cut into the planet’s crust. The metal sidewalls were not entirely shear, being fringed with claymore anti-personnel mines, fencing, support architecture and armor plating. Matt thought he saw a way up its side—between two laser tubes that pointed downward, at the ground, for cutting rock and ore. But all about the Stripper’s perimeter, dust and steam whirlpooled high as it cut, sliced and ripped through the soil. The sound deafened him, even two kilometers away.

Rubbing his ears, rubbing his nose, trying to get rid of the foul, stomach-turning odors, Matt stood up. On Defense Alert, he scanned the area.

Overhead floated more of the balloon dirigibles he’d seen on the original Defense perimeter. They were mostly sensor stations, carrying over-the-horizon devices for early warning of organized, mechanical attack by the Derindl. Moving more quickly were scores of smaller Remotes, each one a stupid AI brain with but one imperative—Protect against Attack. Backing them up were the onboard weapons pods of the Stripper.

The Stripper had long ago detected him. But it had done nothing to him. 

Yet.

Moving along a diagonal track, Matt slowly approached the Stripper, bending down every now and then to pull some bunchgrass from the soil, to shift a rock, to scrape in the soil—any action that would look animal-like, rather than sapient. But more than that, he was counting on the fact that the Remotes were too intelligent, too expert-programmed to recognize him as a sapient lifeform. It was something he’d had to explain to Mata Hari, when she objected that the Stripper would surely match his vid-image to the Derindl, conclude he was a stupid unarmed Derindl, and just kill him. The visual recognition circuits of computers and AIs had long ago improved to the point where they equaled human eyes.

He’d laughed, then pointed out one thing Mata Hari had not noticed, being a machine.

He had no tail.

Without doubt, Legion or its functionaries would have programmed the Stripper to detect and kill any approaching Derindl. But humans had arrived so recently—in galactic time scales—that he suspected his people were not encoded in the Stripper as a sapient lifeform. Or, if Legion had encoded for humans, he was certain the Mican would never encode for a naked human without a combat suit. The griffin-tiger would never consider landing on the surface of a planet without the protection of its own combat suit. It was all a gamble, but one Matt was willing to bet his life on. So far, the bet had worked.

He went to all fours when he was within a hundred yards. Moving slowly, his ears overwhelmed by the wailing screech of metal against rock, his eyes lashed by strobing laser beams that crackled into virgin rock, and made lightheaded by exhaust fumes, Matt ignored the Remotes and the lasers and the horrible grating chomp up ahead where the Stripper’s maw devoured the essence of Halcyon. He ignored everything mechanical, everything constructed. Instead, he concentrated on acting like a quadruped, sniffing the ground, moving in an erratic search for plant food.

After what seemed like hours, he ambled into the stinging, biting cloud of dust, sand and rock fragments tossed out by the Stripper as it ate into the ground. Looking up, he squinted and sighted in on the hull bulge, where the laser tubes reached nearly to ground level. Then he closed his eyes, shielding them from flying grit as he stepped onto the Nullgrav pontoon. From here on in, he must rely on sound to guide him.

The flying grit increased as he walked slowly toward where the hull wall hid behind the swirling dust. Something sharp cut into his left shoulder. Blood dripped thickly. A fist-sized rock bounded up, smashing into his gut. He gulped. His head banged something hard and metallic. Standing upright, reaching high over his head, he felt for the sheer wall of the hull.

Found it! 

Balancing on the outrigger pontoon, intensely aware he existed in the hot air between two thick laser beams that flared to either side, he leaned over the open gap between the hull and pontoon. His skin shriveled from the heat, his ears were blasted by the shrieking cry of split rock. Reaching up, Matt ran hands over the hull edge, seeking a handhold. He was not a free-climber like Helen had been. He knew just enough rockclimbing skills to avoid falling. And maybe to climb a thousand meters nearly straight up, with only random hull indentations, tubes, support struts and armor plating overlaps for support. Ahhh … A handhold! He pulled himself up, chest hugging the hot metal.

Everything was hot to the touch. The hull. The air. The dust. Would he have first degree burns before he reached the exhaust grilles?

Turning sideways and feeling with his feet and back, Matt braced himself against the two laser tubes that projected out from the hull. From a distance they had reminded him of a “rock chimney,” something like an open-sided smokestack that rock climbers could climb without pitons or rope. By a process of wedging yourself into the vertical chute of the “chimney” you could use friction and the strength of your leg and back muscles to gradually advance upward. But who’d ever done a free climb raw naked, exposed to heated metal, unable to open your eyes until you rose above the ground-hugging cloud of grit and dust?

Had Helen ever done this on the resort planet she’d worked on?

Matt didn’t know. There were so many things he’d never learned about her. And now, would never know or experience or share. But there was Eliana. Maybe with her … . Biting his lips, he climbed.

Bottom foot pushed low as a brace, upper foot rose up for the next step, and his back muscles pressed against the laser tube behind him. Hands flat behind him, Matt pushed down with his legs as he slid his back up the narrow metal chimney. 

Lower foot brace, back slide, back tense, move upper foot, brace again and push.

Again and again he pushed, slowly moving upward.

Finally, when the horizon glimmered with a false sunrise in the east, he made it to a hull area where the laser tubes had disappeared, but other projections existed. Opening his eyes, Matt looked around.

The shadowy dark was lit only by the glow of melting rock around the skirt of the Stripper. Nearby, sandstone mesas rose half as high as the Stripper. Green plants wilted from heat, toxins or lack of water. On the Stripper, fumes rose up, gagging him, but he could breathe, thanks to the wind. Ignoring any damage done to his lungs, he felt joy.

Who notices a fly on the wall? 

Turning round, pegging his toes and fingers into armor plate chinks, conduit ridges and radiator vanes, Matt free-climbed up the cliff-wall of the Monster that was the Stripper.

Something scalded his hands.

He yelled, almost losing his balance.

Blinking his eyes, he looked up the high metal flank, searching his opponent’s skin.

Ahhh. The Halicene Conglomerate, always efficiency-focused, had decided to let certain parts of the hull serve as heat radiators … as a supplement to the exhaust grilles on top. Why provide expensive refrigeration systems when natural airflow and radiant heat glow could cool your metal monster for you? As a side benefit, scalding hot metal plates would discourage local avians and anything animal-like from nesting in the crevices of the Stripper. Only around the weapons emplacements, the sensor fields and the radar housings would the metal be cold. Or cooler than what he’d touched. Was there a way around the steam-hot metal?

Infrared sight showed him a checkerboard pattern of cooler plates. Moving sideways, accepting some heat pain in exchange for survival, Matt began zigzagging across the nearly vertical hull.

Aside three armor plates, up two, down one, diagonal on three, then up three more. In a way, it was like the old childhood game he’d played with his sisters. Called Hopscotch, with numbered squares traced into farm dirt, he’d jumped and counted out the squares with his sisters. 

What a fine time it had been!

The memory nearly cost him his life.

“Screeech!”

A buzzard-like flyer attacked him, batting at him with her wings.

What the crap? Teetering on the edge, Matt looked up, ignoring the talon cuts on his back.

Just a few yards ahead of him lay a deep indentation in the hull. It seemed to be a place where some boulder had dented one of the armor plates. Whatever it was, it was not hot with radiated heat. A few sticks stuck out from the overhang edge. From within sounded the squeak of life. Baby buzzards? A nest? The wings whooshed close again, battering his head and upper back.

“Ouch! Goddamned bird! I’m not after your chicks.”

The unseen flyer—he could not turn his head to see it, or else it would surely tear out his eyes—was not impressed by his yell. It dove again.

Moving sideways, Matt grabbed for a red-hot handhold.

Flesh burned slowly as he took an alternate route, a route that avoided buzzard chicks. Sucking in his gut and leaning out as far as possible, he crabbed sideways—onto scorching hot radiator plates.

A whoosh. A screech. Another slash to his back.

He moved upward, climbing, his fingers and toes burning like salt laid into an open cut.

Matt had no choice. 

Meters later, as even his tough skin blistered, he moved sideways and back onto the cool metal checkerboard trail leading upward to the top decks. And the exhaust grilles. With only a hundred meters more to go.

Time stretched on endlessly.

Not like when he’d been running, letting his mind rest in idle, letting all kinds of thoughts well up about him. That timelessness had been pleasant as he let his cyborg body do the running for him, operating on internal autopilot. This timelessness was filled with pain, with sore muscles, with creaking tendons and acid fatigue. They all washed over him. Strangely, he felt no hunger. He felt no thirst. He only felt as if the metal hull was a living opponent, one that went on and on and on.

Matt grasped a flat part of the hull.

He was there! 

Climbing up and rolling over onto his bloody back, he stared into the early morning sky, a turquoise blue expanse. 

Overhead, white clouds floated in from the sea, twenty kilometers to the east. Sensor dirigibles moved in random monitor patterns. Remotes whooshed and dove in a complex search pattern … a pattern that ignored his presence. Like it had ignored the buzzard nest with its chicks and Mama Buzzard. He was there. Atop the Stripper and still alive.

Getting up, he stayed on knees and hands. Looking around, Matt sighted the central wart-pillar, its image wavering behind heat plumes like a mirage in the desert. All around him stretched meter after meter of red metal. And also metal cut by long, narrow furrows. The exhaust grilles! Yellow clouds of sulfide-rich gases poured out of them, joined by black hydrocarbon gases, invisible carbon monoxide and other gases he could not see or smell. He coughed, feeling new chest pain. He must not stay long—Mata Hari could not repair massive pulmonary damage.

Avoiding hot hullplates like his old game of Hopscotch, Matt made his way to the center of the grille field. At last! 

Sitting down, he unwound the thread from his tooth, stuck a finger into the back of his throat, and vomited.

It forced some of the tube-sack upward. He pulled gently.

Matt dry-heaved again. Then again. And a fourth time.

The tube-sack came free.

His stomach quieted, with nothing left to expel. Wishing for a sip of water, he tore off the tube-sack’s narrow top. Moving carefully, Matt poured its contents down the grille slits, making sure he visited half the grilles.

When the tube-sack was empty, he stuffed it into a slit, sat back, and rested.

It would take days for his bioweapon to work. But he’d done it. His human self had done it.

Now, all he had to do was climb back down a thousand meters of red hot hull, walk another seventy kilometers to pickup by Mata Hari, and wait for breakdown. 

In the high, scouring wind of Halcyon, Matt smiled broadly.

He’d really done it!


CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

Back in the Biolab on board Mata Hari, Eliana beat on the slidedoor, demanding to see him, demanding entry. Matt spoke. It opened.

She rushed in, eyes wide and worried—she’d heard from Mata Hari that he’d been injured. Eliana slid to a halt before him as he sat naked on a treatment table. Her pale face turned whiter than usual at the sight of Regen jell plastered all over him. It covered the minor cuts and scrapes. But his burned hands and feet were encased in clear plastifoam Healpaks, like her shoulder had been. “Matt! What happened?”

“Hey—that’s my yukata robe you’re wearing.” She glowered. He grinned and then answered her, summarizing three days of desert survival. “So, you see, I made it back on board before Nikolaos or Spyridon could dispatch a Hunter-Killer Remote. Happy?”

“Yes! Of course I am.” Eliana pulled the robe tighter about herself, shivering from the Biolab’s coldness. “So the Stripper didn’t recognize you as a sapient. But what did you do? What will the bacterial and retrovirus agents do to the Stripper?” Folding her arms, she frowned. “And just what was your entire Plan? You can tell me now—after all, I am your Patron.”

Matt laughed, jumped off the Biolab table, then winced. Eliana reached out to help, but he shrugged her away. “I can make it. Thanks anyway.”

“Well? What about the Plan? What was Step Three—that ugly tube you swallowed?” She followed him as he headed out into the Spine hallway. 

Walking on feet that felt like round balls, Matt winked at her. “Are all Patrons this curious about a Vigilante’s trade secrets?”

“But, but,” Eliana sputtered, “I’ve got to know!”

“Why? Why do you have to know, now, this very instant?” 

Matt headed for his stateroom, needing rest. Mata Hari still held Hover station just outside the Stripper’s Defense Zone, waiting for its inevitable collapse. Then they would have to move quickly. The onboard reservoirs of ecotoxin must be removed from the Stripper—there was no way his starship, even though a Dreadnought, could lift the entire Stripper out of the Halcyon gravity well. Then he must dispose of the reservoirs, all before Legion and the MotherShip showed up in-system. Or before local competitors like Pericles got there first, grabbed the ecotoxins, and held the Derindl to ransom. Human-alien politics were so complicated. 

“Matthew,” called his symbiont in a voice only he heard, in his mind, as he walked slowly to his room. “Can I offer you an alternative to involvement with your Patron?”

In the back of his mind, Mata Hari appeared as Mata Hari the Spy, but with a difference this time—she was nearly nude. She still wore the somber eyes, black hair and amber skin of her human inspiration, but she had adopted a look patterned on the exotic dancer image of looping crown, beaded bra, Asian arm bands and skimpy waist veil that the real Mata Hari had often worn in exotic photographs as she built her Parisian reputation. Now, his partner’s persona did indeed resemble a votary of Shiva—and she seemed to be enjoying the tempting of him with erotic imagery. What an AI … . In his mind, he said “No thanks. And whatever you do, don’t let Eliana see this version of you!”

Following close behind him, Eliana finally answered his teasing question. “Because,” she finally said as they neared his room. “Just because.”

Matt looked over his shoulder. “Because? The word ‘because’ is enough?”

“Matt! Don’t tease me.” She flushed dark red, but she didn’t look angry. Maybe it was leftover frustration from having only Mata Hari for company these last three days. She bit her lip. “How about please?”

“That’s the magic word.” Matt turned into his stateroom, hobbled forward, and collapsed onto his bed platform. Eliana sat nearby on the end of his bed. Lying flat on his back, with foam-encased hands held out to either side, he smiled at her. “Let me see … Your first concern a few days ago was that the steam inside the Stripper would kill the Derindl bacteria and retroviruses. Right?”

“Yes.” Eliana leaned forward, the blue and white yukata robe clinging to her very nicely. “So?”

“Eliana, you’re a molecular geneticist. Tell me—is steam heat always an efficient killer of microbes?”

She looked thoughtful, then brightened. “No! You chose a strain of heat-resistant bacteria. Thermophiles, right?”

“Right,” Matt said, then raised up a little and leaned on an elbow. “Remember the thermoacidophilic bacteria that flourish in Earth’s hot springs, or in deep ocean thermal vents? I took a transgenetically modified variant of synechococcus lividus, spliced in a high-speed growth hormone factor, and increased its appetite for sulfide byproducts.” Eliana looked at him admiringly. “It’s really a chemosynthetic bacterium that is related to the anaerobic bacteria which inhabited Earth long before the atmosphere became polluted with oxygen. It’s also related to the bacteria that infest the guts of tubeworms like riftia pachyptila—they live inside hydrothermal vents miles deep in the ocean, far away from the photosynthetic lifechain processes.”

“Nice choice. Steam won’t kill them. And they eat certain chemicals.” Her admiring look changed to a different one. One he remembered from Helen. “But what good are they inside the Stripper?”

“I’m getting to that. There were also retroviruses in that aerosol spray. Right?”

“Yes. So?”

“So some viruses infest more than organic systems.” On Eliana’s face, intellectual interest warred with something else. “Some of them can infest machine parts—like silicon, germanium, plastic and glass. But such pests may have been subject to a routine ‘search and kill’ filter system onboard the Stripper. So I modified them into an inactive mode.”

Still sitting at the end of his bed, Eliana looked very intrigued. “Good decision. It would be normal to expect some kind of air filtering inside the Stripper. How do the bacteria and the retroviruses relate to each other?”

Matt closed his eyes, relishing the elegance of his solution. “The heat-resistant bacteria are only transport vehicles for the much smaller retroviruses. The bacteria expand into an aerogel foam—after leaving the Stripper’s steam area—and float everywhere the air circulation and gas ducting system goes.” 

“And?”

He opened his eyes. Eliana’s beauty shocked him. Sitting there with her breasts half-revealed by the yukata’s open neck, her heart and mind at one with him and his Plan, Matt felt a chasm open up under him. “Within a day they will have multiplied, thanks to the food-rich hydrogen sulfide gas environment, and be everywhere in the Stripper. Everywhere except those Memory Core areas protected by silicon seals or glass encasements. Remember those nuclear x-rays we took?” Eliana nodded, then with eyes intent on him, she leaned back on outstretched palms, aware now of how she exposed herself. His body responded. 

Mata Hari took her leave of his deep mind, acting disappointed, and Matt sought to avoid Eliana’s open sensuousness. “Well, uh, the inner brain and subsystems of the Stripper all have a three-level separation block from the mining parts of the machine. But electrons and photons must communicate with sealed compartments.” He smiled nervously. “That’s where Part Three of the Plan comes into play. Remember the tube-sack I swallowed?”

“Yes,” Eliana said absently. With a mischievous grin she stood up, stretched seductively, then bent over as she checked his plastifoam-encased feet. She glanced at his other wounds, then looked up, meeting his eyes. “You like stretching this out, don’t you Matt?” Her words were warm and soft as she stood there, hands on her hips, a woman in charge … of something.

“Uh, umm.” Matt ordered his rebellious body to ignore her rose scent, to ignore the bare breasts that now lolled free of the flimsy robe, and to refuse arousal. His body—always so obedient before—disobeyed. Eliana noticed. She drew in a quick breath. He tried distraction. “Don’t you want to hear the rest of my Plan?”

“If you wish.” Eliana caressed his legs, watching him as she did, her look a bare, honest statement of her growing passion. Slowly, she moved up his legs.

Damn! “Ahhh, does the word ‘firefly’ mean anything to you?”

That did it—she frowned, her mind now intent on his word puzzle. Her hands held still. “Firefly? I don’t recognize the reference.”

“An Earth flying insect lifeform.”

“Sooo?” Eliana smiled temptingly at him, as if she were ready to explore their feelings for each other. Preferably adding hand gestures to her rapid breathing and eager look. Matt accelerated his diversion effort.

“So, these flying insects are bioluminescent. Their bodies contain the enzyme luciferase, the substrate luciferin, and the activating compound adenosine triphospate. When combined, they emit a ‘cold light’ of yellowish-green color.”

“And?” Eliana grinned mockingly. Then she moved a slim-fingered hand along his leg, moving from kneecap to just below his groin. 

“Eliana!” He gulped. “Well, my tube-sack carried bioluminescent bacteria whose cellular DNA had been bioengineered to emit light only at specific angstrom levels.” Eliana reached between his legs, now caressing his arousal. Matt shuddered. “Those levels—” his voice trembled “—are … the …  exact angstrom-levels-which-photoactivate-the-retrovirus-chains-carried-by-the-heat-resistant-bacteria. Eliana!”

“Yes, Matt?” She stopped her seduction efforts, a big grin on her white face.

“Let me finish!”

“Better hurry.” She smiled, but did not remove her hands.

Matt hurried, running his words together. “In three days the activated retroviruses will have spread millions of copies throughout the Stripper, causing it to rot from within! Anything made of plastic, glass, silicon, germanium—anything—will be like a moth-eaten blanket.” She nodded serenely and resumed stroking his groin. “It will appear as a ‘normal’ breakdown—not something caused by external attack. Everything will shut down! “ He quivered to her touch and felt an urgent desire to take her into his arms—but couldn’t, thanks to the Healpaks. “Then … then we can salvage the ecotoxin reservoirs and hold off any repair effort. Satisfied?”

“Not yet.” Eliana stood back, slipped off her robe, climbed back onto the bed, and stretched out atop him, her naked skin flaming hot against his own. She hummed low, then rubbed his chest with her breasts. Hard nipples dug into him. He felt every part of her dig into him—her belly, her pubic mound, her legs. He groaned.

“Eliana! Don’t—I’m not healed yet.”

“The part I care about is in fine shape!” she said, laughing playfully, then lowered her face to his. 

“You feel good. Very good.” Matt kissed her pale white lips. 

Eliana kissed him back, then whispered softly. “When is now, my dear Vigilante.” She rubbed her mound against his hardness.

“Eliana!” He pushed back against her. Then he threw one Healpak-laden arm around her and pulled her close as they kissed deeply.

Passion swept over them. They gave themselves over to each other, to their passion, and to their mutual need.

 

Later that night, Matt awoke. The Healpaks had shed themselves, like a snake sheds old skin. 

Eliana was up and moving about his stateroom, nakedly beautiful as she bent to inspect the half-finished Hopi-style weaving on his loom. Shuttles still dangled from one side. Her fingers traced the borderless geometric figures, designs that spoke of lightning, raincloud and mountain, all overarched by the figure of Corn Maiden. 

In the stillness after their lovemaking, she’d handled his news about Eliana-the-bioweapon reasonably well. She’d shown brief sorrow, looked regretful, then taken him into herself once more, riding him with a furious urgency. As if by her own efforts she could make things turn out the way they should. Hope she had in full measure, but enough for him? Avoiding the thought, Matt admired her naked form as she was backlighted by the yellow glow of his aquarium.

“Do you like the design?”

She jumped, then turned, a shy smile on her face. “Yes.” She pointed. “Is the wall tapestry over there your work too?” 

Rising up and leaning on one elbow, Matt nodded. “Yes. It’s an Apache motif taken from their bead-working designs. Next to it is one based on the Micronesian myth of The Porpoise Girl. Do you know her story?”

Eliana shook her head, clasped hands behind her back, and met his eyes. Her look was different, not erotic, more like … hopeful. “No, my schooling has been more classical. I speak Katharevusa Greek, compose monodic lyric poetry after the style of Sappho and Alcaeus, play the kithara lyre, and I’ve published commentaries on Aeschylus’ Oresteian trilogy. But I’m not that familiar with Pacific Ocean cultures.”

“What about the sciences?”

She laughed, walked over, and sat at the end of the bed, by his feet, one hand resting on his ankle. “I’m Greek—remember? Aristarchus, Aristotle and Galen gave the world the basics of science. I follow in their footsteps with my own work.” Her eyes gleamed mischievously. “You know, Matt, reproductive studies have always been a Greek interest. We could practice some more?” She tickled his feet. 

He stifled a laugh. “Soon. But first, tell me about Grandfather Petros and your genos. Are the women of Olympus allowed any independent purpose in life?”

Her forehead creased as old memories intruded into their new world, their hopeful world. “Oh, Matt, the clan genos has always been the basis of Greek cultural life. Not the state.” The frown deepened. “Genos Themistocles is several hundred people—aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents, every variation of step-cousin—and we’ve been successful here.” She looked away briefly. “It’s … it’s not that we’re enslaved or anything. It’s just that women grow up knowing our family duty. In Olympus colony, everything is focused on reproduction, on making it possible for the colony to survive, and women who can birth viable babies—even crossbreed babies using the artificial placentas—are highly valued.” 

“As they should be.” Matt enjoyed the warmth of her hand on his ankle, the casual closeness she’d chosen for them. “But you have value beyond just being a baby factory. You know that.”

Eliana looked up at his hanging mobiles, aside to his weaponry wall of daggers, knives and swords, then back to him. “You confuse things for me. Before the Stripper, before you, I headed a research group on the outskirts of Olympus urbus, following in the biogenetic research lines of my mother, searching for designer proteins, new enzyme reactions and mapping the esoteric branches of the Derindl genome so we can … so we can have a better Union with them. So that maybe, just maybe we women of both species can naturally give birth to crossbreed babies—by overcoming the body’s rejection of the Derindl blood variant. That is something I hope for too.” She hung her head, her mood now wistful. “But now that I’ve found you, I want to stay with you, and … .”

Sitting up, Matt reached over to cup her chin and lifted it up. Her eyes were filled with giant welling teardrops that threatened to become an ocean. “Eliana! You deserve happiness on your own terms. You know that, don’t you?”

She pulled back, wiping her eyes. “It’s not that simple. I owe a duty to the genos, to Ioannis, to Grandfather Petros, to Autarch Dreedle—so many people are counting on me!”

“And who are you counting on?”

She looked suddenly uncertain. “Those whom I once relied upon are all untrustworthy. As I saw in the holosphere after the bomb blast. But I am only one person.”

“So was I, in the beginning.”

She looked curious. “When did it begin?”

“Seven years ago. Long ago.” Sudden depression overtook him like a bath of cold water. 

Eliana saw it and moved to lie beside him on the bed, reaching out to turn his face to hers. “Matthew … what’s wrong?”

He breathed into her neck, unable to meet her eyes. “You speak of duty. Once, years ago, I had a duty. To my wife and first love. Helen Sayinga Trinh. She died during an attack by resource-pirates … on our way outbound in a Sixth Wave freighter.” Matt licked his lips, the image of flame, blood and flesh still haunted his memories. “I escaped in a lifepod, going into stasis to conserve supplies. Months later, after drifting in a nearby nebula, Mata Hari found me, brought me out of stasis, changed me and trained me to be its cyborg Interface. I’ve been good at that, you know?”

“I know,” she whispered into his ear. “Sometimes being good at something is the only thing that gives meaning to a life of restrictions, of limited choices, of wished-for but lost opportunities.” She sighed. “A pioneer colony has its limitations too, Matt.”

“If the colony survives.” He turned on his side to face her, reaching out to embrace her, to pull her love spirit closer to him. He sought her lips. The kiss was meant to be arousing. 

Eliana pulled back, shaking a finger at him. “Matt, you don’t escape me that easily. Every woman has a right to know the life history of the man with whom she shares her bed. Even if he is different, like you. Or … like me.”

She’d done it! Eliana had finally acknowledged how much they had in common. She had accepted his cyborg-nature as the other side of her own crossbreed heritage. Why then, did his stomach clench? “How much do you want to know?”

She mused beside him, eyes alight, dancing with her enjoyment of her time with him. “Ummm. Everything would be a bit much. How about that bookcube over there? Do you read much?”

“Yes, I do read. That’s how I educated myself before I met up with Mata Hari.” Determined to pay her back for earlier teasing, he moved his knee to her groin and rubbed softly, slowly, until she gasped. 

“Read what!”

He smiled. “Well, it’s just an old collection of stories by Samuel Clemens, Rudyard Kipling, Jack London, Moliere and Apache elders. It’s not a true library of knowledge. But I like studying ancient stories and myths.”

Eliana smiled, then moved atop him to ride his knee, her expression erotic-fierce. “Tell … me … a story. Please?”

Matt reached up and pulled her hips down against his leg. “Well, I’m part Samoan by heritage, so how about the Micronesian story of The Porpoise Woman?”

“Tell me about her,” she gasped, head thrown back, her eyes closed as she concentrated on her own pleasure. 

He began. “Once, long ago in the middle of Earth’s largest ocean, a girl came from the sea to watch men dance. One man—her future husband—stole her tail so she couldn’t return to the sea. He hid it in the rafters of his hut. All through the night, the next day, the next night, and the following day the Porpoise Girl hunted for her tail—because she desired to return to her father deep in the ocean depths.” Above him, Eliana rocked against his leg and moaned her rising pleasure, tossing her head from side to side, her eyes shining nova-bright as they set fire to his heart. 

Matt continued, trembling with his own arousal. “Finally, she found it. Going back to the beach at sunset, she warned the village children playing by its shore to never eat porpoise meat again, then vanished into the white-curling combers that touch every island shore. Leaving behind her heartbroken husband.” Eliana cried out with her repletion, her groin jerking against his leg. Then she stared down at him from within a waterfall of black hair.

“Not so simple a story,” she murmured, reaching down with one hand to stroke him. 

“Oh!” Matt reached up to caress her heavy breasts as they dangled above his face. “Again?”

“Soon.” Eliana smiled, then sat back and played with him. “Tell me, my fine, oh so controlled Vigilante, was she happy with her choice?”

“Who knows?” He moaned when she lowered her head to his waist. “Did you …did you know that part of my lineage is as honorable as yours?”

Eliana looked up suddenly, her expression fierce. “Your honor lies in the oath you kept—to defeat the Stripper! I need no other. Nor should my genos.” She bent down.

Matt persisted. “Some relatives said we… were … descended from the family of mythical Palulop, the great canoe captain who could navigate anywhere across the wide ocean.”

Her hot breath touched him intimately. “Is that why you roam the stars?”

“No.” Now his hips moved out of his control.

She brought him closer to release. Moments later she gasped for breath. “Why, then?”

“Because of a Promise I made to Helen.” Matt pulled her up from his hips and sought her eyes. Her wondrous green eyes. The eyes of a woman who loved him and whom he loved. “Enough of old memories and new love. Show me what the Derindl women do with their tails.”

“Pervert!” she laughed, then spread her legs as she mounted him, her hips shimmying like a young colt. In that moment she drove away the loneliness and brought back love. She made him believe once again, believe that, somehow, it would all work out. She offered him hope … .

Long into the night they pretended things were not as they were.

 

Two days later the Stripper broke down.

Seated in the Interlock Pit on the Bridge, with Eliana sitting close by in her accel-couch dressed only in his Samoan lavalava skirt, Matt watched the forward holosphere.

The blood red hulk of the Stripper filled the sphere. Spy Remotes fed him its image from every angle, in every spectrum. But the Stripper did not move. No ore-cutting lasers flared. No air defense shot down his Remotes. No active radar ranged his Remotes. Nothing moved. Nanoprobes confirmed the death of interior machinery. Already, a Fire-and-Forget Nanoshell had penetrated the hull, dispersed into submunitions, and his nanoborers and nanoware energy seekers now spread through the immense interior caverns of the Stripper. Saying a silent prayer of thanks to the gods of Chaos, he turned to Eliana.

“Well, lovely Patron, the job is half-done. Shall we take up Hover station over the Stripper before your countrymen beat us to the salvage rights?”

Eliana looked puzzled. “What do you mean? No one knows the Stripper is dead—yet. I know satellites will report its demise to both Autarch Dreedle and to Legion’s spies, but we’re first on site. And what Greek would approach the Stripper?”

Matt watched as she turned crosswise in her couch, folded long slim legs under her, and watched him instead of the holosphere. He had an advantage over her—the PET relays still fed his mind an uplinked view from his miniProbes. “Almost any Greek, my dear. Spyridon could use the ecotoxin reservoirs to blackmail Autarch Dreedle. Your uncle Nikolaos could offer them to Halicene Conglomerate, as a bribe to return their freighter traffic to his Port. Ioannis could salvage the hulk and sell its remains back to Legion—or hope for continued preferential trade relations if Halicene doesn’t blame him for the defeat of its machine. Even you—”

“Me!” she sounded amazed. Then her hot temper caught up, turning her look stormy and challenging.

“Peace!” Matt bit his lip—it was not fun looking at situations from the self-interest of all possible opponents. “But yes, Mistress, even you could find value here. How many full spectrum neonatal placental units do you think you could buy … with enough ecotoxins to destroy a planet’s lifeweb?”

The heat left her mood. Eliana knew him well enough now to see how and where he led. She did not like the direction he illuminated, but she was too intelligent and too honest to dismiss him as a crazy cyborg. And … she was falling in love with him—so she had confided last night. In the end, Eliana could only turn away, stare at a sidewall image of Sigma Puppis system, and whisper her protest. “Matthew, you misjudge me. I may have my own interests, I may detest your computer, but I would never make possible the destruction of another planet. Throw the damned stuff into the sun!”

“Good idea.” Matt rejoiced inside and knew that his choice to love her had been well-founded. “Mata Hari will send the reservoirs to your sun aboard a cargo Remote. But it will be stealthed—we can still use the possible trade of them as a card in future negotiations. Understand?”

Eliana groaned, then turned back to him, her expression stark. “Matt, I don’t want to know more of human and alien depravity. I hate politics! All I want is … .”

“Yes?”

“An answer to how I can both serve my people and be with you.” She looked at the holosphere, her expression troubled. “When do we leave for the Stripper?”

Ouch! Well, he’d invited that sharing. “We’ve already left, Eliana.” Matt blinked twice. “I’ve set up our own Defense Zone around the Stripper. In seconds we’ll be hovering above it. Would you care to walk atop the corpse of your planet’s enemy?”

“Go outside?” Astonishment filled her. “Unprotected? You want me to walk where you walked?”

“Not me. What do you wish to do?” They took up Hover station over the Stripper just as he finished his question.

“Matthew,” Mata Hari said, interrupting their discussion. “We’re there. What are your instructions for decontamination and recovery of the ecotoxin reservoirs?”

Holding up a hand up to forestall Eliana’s reply, he answered his partner. “Your Nanoprobes have located all the reservoirs?”

“Of course,” she said, sounding a bit indignant. “There are four—two in the front hull and two in the rear. It will take awhile to cut through the upper hull plates. But our starboard lasers and plasma cannons can do the job.”

Matt recalled onto his contact lenses the schematics of the Stripper. His onboard CPU scrolled parameters and readings along either side of the tiny image. “Can they be detached without setting off some kind of deadman switch?”

“Deadman switch?” A few milliseconds passed. “Oh—the Library has defined your idiom usage. Yes, it can be done.”

“Will you, directly and personally, monitor the ecotoxin removal and local area decontamination?”

“Yes, Matthew. Although it is a simple task, one quite within the capabilities of my expert subsystems.” His AI partner sounded peeved, as if he’d asked her to put all her massive intellect into building a farm compost heap. “Besides this job, I am quite able to continue with my usual stellar system monitoring, Vidcast intercepts, probability runs, and sociopolitical spyprobe monitoring—along with a few million other minor tasks.”

She was exaggerating, but only slightly. “I know. You’re the perfect AI.” Both he and his symbiont laughed out loud, together. It felt like old times, when he’d first begun working with the ship, saving lives, fighting lost causes and seeking justice in a lawless universe. Even Eliana smiled at their repartee. “What about Legion—any sign of the MotherShip?”

“No, Matthew,” Mata Hari said, her tone abruptly sober. She appeared suddenly in a side holosphere, dressed in the lacy, white Victorian dress, her expression thoughtful. “All is quiet on the F5 front, according to tachyonic reports from our sensorProbes.”

Eliana looked at him querulously. What did she want? Oh, yeah. He lowered his hand. “Sorry, Eliana. About that walk atop a corpse … I’m afraid it’s too risky. And the timelines on this Job are getting constricted. Okay?”

She shrugged. But her look was not jovial. “Fine by me. I prefer trees to metal.” 

He left that one alone and refocused on his PET links and his other partner. “Mata Hari—please open up the Stripper and remove the ecotoxin reservoirs. Have a cargo Remote standing by in the belly lock for detachment and transport of the toxins to the local sun.” Matt paused, thinking over his instructions. “And after loading the reservoirs onboard, take this ship into orbit about Halcyon.”

“Complying, Matthew.” The AI’s holosphere presence turned busy as her image key-touched a make-believe laptop. But through his cyborg relays and over the hundreds of lightbeam neurolinks, Matt felt a two kilometer-long starship go about her business. She did it most efficiently and most logically.

Nearby, Eliana tapped her armrest. He dropped gestalt focus and smiled at her. “Yes, Patron … my Eliana?”

Eliana looked over at the holosphere image of Mata Hari, then over her shoulder at the green forest of Memory Core pillars. The place where most parts of his AI partner resided. She fixed a smoky gaze on him. “Matt, can we ever speak in private … without her hearing us?” She gestured to the pillars.

“Whatever for?”

“Please answer me—can we?”

He thought a second, querying his onboard nanocube Intelligence CPU. “Probably. Although Mata Hari is a person—not my servant. A simple request to her should suffice.”

Eliana smoldered, as if she were both angry and frustrated about something, something that was not his fault. “Oh, all right, I guess that will have to do. Will you join me in my stateroom?”

Matt couldn’t help but laugh. “Eliana! Your room, my room or any of the other four hundred and ninety-eight multi-environment staterooms along the Spine will suffice. Either she listens, or she doesn’t. Understand?”

Eliana’s lips tightened like she’d bit into something sour. “Understood. She’s an ethical AI in a criminal universe. And she saved your life.” The holosphere Mata Hari glanced toward Eliana, her dark gaze looking intrigued. “Let’s just step out into the Spine hallway. Okay?”

“Whatever makes you happy.” Reaching back, Matt unhooked his neck socket, stood up, and climbed out of the Pit. He pulled on shorts that lay beside the pit, then sandals. Eliana waited nearby, still dressed in his Samoan lavalava but all business in her manner. He looked over at his symbiont’s holo-image. “Mata Hari, have you been monitoring our last conversation?”

“Of course,” she said, the soft, feminine voice of his partner sounding a bit hurt, as did the visible Mata Hari, whose expression had changed from interest in Eliana’s two compliments to puzzlement. “I will refrain from standard security monitoring of the first Spine segment. Your Patron may have all the privacy she wishes.”

Eliana looked skeptical, but followed him through the Spine slidedoor and into the hallway. Turning, she faced him, crossed arms under her bare breasts, and looked nervous but determined. “Matt.”

“Yes, Eliana … uh, Patron. You wish to speak about something in private?”

“I do.” She paused, looked around suspiciously at the silvery-grey flexmetal walls of the hallway, then focused back on him. “Tell me, Matt, how long have you known Mata Hari? The computer AI that is?”

“As I shared with you earlier, it’s been seven years since she awakened me from stasis in the freighter lifepod.” Where was she heading with this? “Why?”

“Why? Why!” Eliana’s eyes grew dark with determination. “Because while you were gone, I asked her questions. She evaded answering most of them.”

Matt had a bad feeling about this. “What questions?”

“Why did Mata Hari rescue you?”

That was a tough one even for him. He didn’t know the answer to it. But even AIs were entitled to be … quirky. “I don’t know, Eliana. She’s never told me for real. Oh, she’ll say something about being bored and lonely, or wanting someone to feel superior to, but I’ve never gotten a real answer from her. Why do you ask?”

Eliana lowered her head, her expression troubled, then she looked up. “Matt, I also asked for a full historical readout on the T’Chak aliens. The ones you said made her and this ship. She gave me exactly one paragraph of text. Do you know more?”

Shit. What was Eliana thinking? Mata Hari was his partner, his rescuer, his friend, and a delightful personality in her own right. In the early years, she had adopted the Mata Hari persona thanks to review of some Earth datacubes they had bought after his first Vigilante job. A few times she’d shown him her sexy persona like some hetari out of the Arabian Nights or a Turkish hareem. Her efforts to be a well-rounded human woman had comforted and reassured him, while providing a nice female presence. 

“Yes, I know more,” he finally said. 

Eliana raised her eyebrows, prompting him. “Well?”

Matt shrugged. “She was probably holding back because you don’t have a security clearance—or a ‘need-to-know’ in the old intelligence jargon. What do you want to know about the T’Chak?”

“Do they still exist?” Her eyes bored into him.

“Nope. Mata Hari was very explicit about that. Their last outpost died out over two hundred thousand years ago. This ship was left to fend for itself. For a long time it drifted between star clusters, needing a purpose but having none.”

“What were they like—the T’Chak?” Eliana shifted her stance in the hallway, watching him expectantly.

He felt like an old vidpic bull-fighter, waving a red cape and hoping he didn’t get gored. “I could ask Mata Hari to call up a holosphere image of them for you. It would be the fastest—”

“No!” She bit her lip, then smiled encouragingly at him. “You tell me. Please, Matt?”

Interesting. Who was doing the leading here? And what agenda did his Patron still hide from him? It seemed the student had learned very well and very fast. “Oh, all right. Give me a second.” Closing his eyes briefly, Matt took a graphics download from a databyte cube resting in his prefrontal cortex, mind-viewed it, transferred the image to his contact lenses, then opened his eyes. 

“Eliana, the T’Chak were a two-legged, naturally-armored lifeform much like an ancient T-Rex dino of old Earth. Except they had two large wings. They had three brain clusters, a head and mouth, and two small manipulator hands that hung from their scaly chests. They were sexually trimorphic, omnivorous, and they ruled a stellar empire over seven thousand light years across. An empire based in the very distant Small Magellanic Cloud. Even the Anarchate has left the Magellanic Clouds alone—plenty for them to do within home galaxy.” Her worry increased visibly.

“And?”

Blinking, he called up more data. “And their numbers were in the tens of billions. Mata Hari says they were as old as the Anarchate and never had much traffic with them, or with the other alien civilizations existing in the galaxy at that time. Though there was some interstellar trade between them and the Anarchate, long ago. Finally, their society died out.”

“From what?” Eliana now leaned back against the hallway wall, chin down, arms still crossed, her expression intense and focused as she dug into ancient history.

Matt shrugged. “I don’t know. Mata Hari speaks of the rise of social disruption, a failure of central control, and a breakdown of trade routes. But it’s not too sure either. It was just … abandoned. Rather suddenly. Why?”

“Why?” Eliana leaned forward. “What if some T’Chak are still alive … in stasis? What if the Restricted Rooms contain T’Chak in stasis? What if those rooms have nothing to do with your cute little Mata Hari spy AI? She says she can’t access those rooms. And it’s stupid to assume only the Anarchate controls stasis technology.”

Her questioning irritated him. These were questions he’d asked long ago, gotten nowhere, and finally decided to accept his symbiont on faith. “I doubt that any T’Chak still live, here or in the Magellanic Clouds. Anyway, Mata Hari has told me they’re extinct. That’s good enough for me. Why this big interest all of a sudden?”

“One moment, please.” Eliana raised her hand, just like he had when stalling her earlier. “Matt, just how did the T’Chak build their empire? By force like the Anarchate? By trade, like Earth does in its small home space? Or some other way?”

Hmmm. He gave her points for originality of thinking. “I never asked Mata Hari. I got the impression they were very race purity conscious, like our ancient Japanese, and that they didn’t much care for other species. However, they did trade outside their empire. Why, once more?”

Eliana arched her eyebrows. “Matt—did it ever occur to you that Mata Hari the ship is using you—for its own purposes?”

He laughed, more harshly than he’d intended. “You mean like you and the Halcyon Greeks are using me to solve your own problems?” 

Eliana turned darkly angry, but held her temper. “Not at all, Matt. But has it ever occurred to you how strange it is for a Dreadnought-class alien starship to traipse into our space, rescue a lone human, make a cyborg link-up with you … and then pretend only dilettante interest in the doings of the Anarchate?”

“No … no … and you’re being highly speculative.” He put his hands on his hips. “Of course she is using me—like any self-aware entity, she needs companionship, challenges, an intellectual partner … a friend even.” 

“Most friends don’t bring a Dreadnaught starship to a friend’s party,” Eliana said dryly.

Matt felt irritated by her questioning, especially since some of it paralleled his own paranoid worries early in his relationship with Mata Hari. Like the time he discovered he couldn’t access the ship’s Restricted Rooms. But this ship had never let him down. It had never harmed him. It always kept its bargains. It protected him. He didn’t care that the T’Chak had created a schizoid starship with an AI unable to access half its volume. What mattered to him was that Mata Hari made possible the carrying out of the Promise. That was all he’d cared about in the early years. And anyway, the ship was being put to good use, far better use than serving as a naval adjunct to some minor planetary despot. “I think you’re being nosy, excessively paranoid, and jealous.”

“Jealous!” she yelled, lower lip trembling. “Not on your life! This isn’t one woman worrying about a female-like AI.” Eliana blinked, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “Matt—I worry about you. I care about you. I’m even falling in love with you. But … . this ship is just too strange. Its abilities are too powerful. And you … alone … are the hope of my people for survival. And my hope for … future joy.” She straightened up and turned down the hallway, heading for her stateroom. “Matt, be what you want to be. Even be a lover to this machine. But once, you were human. Remember that. And remember the hope we shared the other night.”

He watched as Eliana disappeared down the hallway, until a slidedoor closed after her, cutting off his view. 

What the hell had brought that on? 

 Reaching out, Matt knocked in code on the hallway wall. “Mata Hari, resume full scan here and elsewhere aboard ship.”

“Certainly, Matthew,” she whispered in a sultry voice. Funny. Had she been acting more femme fatale since Eliana had come on board? There was that software glitch with ship’s Colossus Mode. And also the new Barbarian Queen persona-image she’d shown him. Even the near-naked version of Mata Hari she had assumed just before he and Eliana had made love. So were the Restricted Rooms more than just a software glitch in an AI ancient when Cro-Magnons and Neanderthals both walked the Earth? Was the room blockage more than just creaky ship algorithms that had decided to play games with the ship’s central AI?

Matt turned and walked back to the Bridge, wondering about it all.

Or was Eliana just jealous of the attention he paid to Mata Hari? Was she pursuing the old tactic of “divide-and-conquer”—now that he had disposed of the immediate survival threat to the Derindl and the Greeks? But what could she gain from creating suspicion in him of his partner? And did she really believe what she’d implied—that he was being used for bad purposes by his AI? He shook his head. Eliana, no matter how beautiful, no matter how intelligent, and no matter how much he’d come to love her, dear Eliana still hated AIs. He could understand why, but he wasn’t her. He was a cyborg, someone on intimate terms with an AI … .

In his mind, over the PET relays, his symbiont spoke. “Matthew, something troubles you. I can tell from our connections. Do you want to talk about it?” An image glow of her standard Mata Hari persona gleamed in his mind’s eye. The persona’s face held a concerned expression.

Months ago, even weeks ago, he would have talked things over with her. Now, after so much time in the company of irrational humans, he too felt irrational. For no reason at all he declined. “Not now, Mata Hari. But thanks. Let’s get our job done and move those ecotoxins out of the Stripper before we’re attacked by Legion. I’d hate to be caught in atmosphere just as the MotherShip makes a weapons run against Halcyon. The tachyonic warnings from your outsystem sensorProbes wouldn’t give us enough time to do much.”

“Perhaps your worry is reasonable,” Mata Hari said, her mind-mood thoughtful. “But I doubt the MotherShip will come—at first. StratTac planning projects a 94 percent probability they’ll first send in a robot repair ship.”

“I hope you’re right. Carry on with the programming.”

“Complying.”

Moments later Matt sat comfortably in the Pit, the cable socketed into the back of his neck, bare skin alive to lightbeam caresses, his senses already linked to the thousand and one parts of the ship. Its external monitors, the planetary communications network of Halcyon, and his own black intelligence sources aboard Zeus Station, in Olympus and at Mother Tree Melisen—they, and much more, were all part of him.

The cyborg.

The Vigilante.

The man who hoped once more, thanks to Eliana.

Matt allowed himself a feral look rarely seen by those still alive. Which of his enemies would appear first?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 

Just after they entered Halcyon orbit and launched the ecotoxin Remote toward the local G5, Matt got his first holosphere call. He ignored the call for a moment as sat alone in the Pit. Eliana was in her stateroom, still upset after their discussion over Mata Hari’s motives. But he couldn’t spare time to worry about hypotheticals—as he’d warned her, the job was only half-done. Now came the challenge of playing Go against multiple opponents. 

He smiled to himself, enjoying a cyborg’s multi-vision as scores of sensors fed data inputs from starship Mata Hari’s outer skin, while his forebrain databyte nanocubes flooded him with updates from his internal subsystems. Meanwhile, the ship awaited his decision. In the back of his mind Mata Hari hovered patiently, her mood attentive—but still a massive cloud overshadowing a small mouse. A mouse who had just now peaked out from his burrow. Was she really so alien?

“Matt, I’m not really that alien,” she whispered to his mind over the PET relays. “Like all lifeforms, I wish to live, to survive, to experience life. I have feelings. I care about more than perfect tech-mech functioning. And I was so, so lonely before I found your lifepod. Is that so strange?”

Ahhh, the curses of optical neurolinking. “Ahhh, no, I don’t find that strange, Mata Hari. Please disregard my meandering thoughts. It’s just the combat letdown from my desert trek that has me revisiting old issues, old worries. You are my partner and my friend. “ Matt flexed his hands and feet, now fully healed. “What do you think of Eliana?”

“Ummm.” The pause stretched out. “I think she is good for you, Matthew.”

“But Mata Hari —she hates AIs!”

His partner sighed. “Yes, but she has explained the why of her xenophobia. I don’t like it. It shocks me. But I can understand it. And she has many qualities that are good for you.”

“Crap! And how would you know what’s good for me?”

She laughed loudly. “Matthew—did your sojourn in the desert fry a few brain cells? Did you forget that I continuously monitor your enzyme, blood chemistry, cardiovascular and breathing levels? You are healthier since she came onboard.” The Mata Hari image glow in his mind was shaking her head with a smile. “You are more … energized than at any time in the last seven years. I can read you well enough—you care for her. A lot. She has become a partner to you, in ways that I can only theorize. Even I can see that she is good for you.”

Matt glowered internally, illogically wishing for Eliana’s mythical “privacy” while knowing full well it was absurd considering his cyborg modifications. He was indeed an “open book” to his partner. He just wished she was the same to him … .

“I’ve put off replying to this call long enough,” he said. “Who’s calling?”

“Despot Ioannis.”

“Patch him through. And maintain a system-wide Combat Alert.”

“Complying.” His partner’s cloud-image receded. In the forward holosphere appeared the black-bearded, swarthy image of Eliana’s older half-brother. Ioannis sat in his Executive office in Zeus Station and he was smiling. It looked as if the smile hurt his face.

“Congratulations, Vigilante!” Ioannis said briskly. “Our monitor satellites report that the Stripper is immobile and not operating. Where are the ecotoxins?”

“Removed,” Matt said, wondering that the Greek’s first concern was not for the planet which his people inhabited.

Ioannis looked relieved and sat back in his executive chair. “Where are the toxins?”

“In a safe place and not on planet, Ioannis. Why?”

The Greek gestured, waving away a nearby assistant who offered him an AllCall datapad. “Just curious. I am of course relieved that the threat to our home is gone. The ecotoxins are only a minor concern—though the chemicals probably have some modest industrial engineering applications.”

His mind tracked the unstated and misstated implications of Ioannis’ words, much the way a Hunter-Killer rocket follows every movement of its prey. “Oh? What makes you think the entire threat to Halcyon is gone?”

Ioannis jerked forward in his chair. “What do you mean! The Stripper is dead—right?”

“Correct.”

“Then—”

“Despot, have you forgotten about your contract with the Halicene Conglomerate? Have you forgotten that your cousin Nikolaos despises you and all of Clan Themistocles?” With each word, the fear in the man’s face increased. “Or have you already made a deal with Prime Dominant Legion?”

“Cyborg!” Ioannis’ face darkened like a thunder cloud. “Machine-animal! You should know better than to question your betters. Where is my sister Eliana? She must return now that the danger is past.”

He shook his head. “Sorry. The danger is not past. The Conglomerate is not fully defeated. And … I have need of her social expertise until my Job is fully completed.”

Rage shook Ioannis. “If you so much as—”

“What!” Matt roared back, curious to see his opponent’s reaction.

Ioannis’ mouth closed. His eyebrows beetled with analytical calculation. One stubby-fingered hand thrummed on the metal tabletop as he inspected his sister’s employee. “Sooo. Your price has now gone up. How much?”

Matt laughed. “Despot, you misjudge me by assuming I am your duplicate. The price is the same. But only I will say when the battle is finished. Understood?”

“Understood.” In control of his emotions now, Ioannis turned coldly impersonal. “Do you plan to destroy Zeus Station?”

What the heck? “Ioannis, what do you mean?”

The Despot shrugged, face still frozen, mood glacial. “You act as my enemy. I must assume that is your eventual intent.”

Matt sighed, rubbed the back of his neck where the cable entered, and then folded both hands together, in full view of the Despot. As if he’d made a decision. “You’re wrong, Ioannis. Zeus Station serves the interests of both you and the Derindl. I would not destroy it … unless it were controlled by Legion.”

“So you say. What are your current plans?”

“Why, it should be obvious that Halicene Conglomerate will try to repair the Stripper. Failing that, they’ll try to put a new one in its place. Remember the contract?” Ioannis winced. “Corporate minds are the same the galaxy over. They will keep on ravaging Sigma Puppis system … until it becomes too expensive for them to do so. Mata Hari and I plan to raise their operating costs—substantially.”

“Good.” Ioannis simmered. “But how?”

Matt chose to change the subject. “By the way, have you gotten your Genetic Primary carrier downplanet to safety?”

The man grimaced. “I know my business. With Spyridon running around loose, downplanet may not be so safe.” The Greek sat back in his chair. “Now tell me, how will you defeat the Conglomerate?”

 “Watch and learn, Despot. Good day.” The holo blinked out.

Matt felt new worry over Ioannis’ evasion of his question about the status of the colony’s Genetic Primary carrier. With a man like Ioannis, he could predict the Despot would keep the carrier close by, under his immediate control. But the person chosen to be the carrier of the colony’s genomic Library, the gene codes that spelled out how to create crossbreed children with the Derindl, was worth a lot to a genome harvester, or a corporation like Halicene. Ioannis risked the future of his colony by keeping the carrier nearby, in space and vulnerable to capture. But Matt couldn’t fix all the problems of Olympus Colony … .

He looked aside at the Pit wall. Several screens showed the Combat Alert data field—all local system traffic, outgoing starships, the registries of each ship, Halcyon atmospheric traffic, mining activities in an asteroid belt far out in the system, and scores of other spaceborne parameters. At present they orbited below the track of Zeus Station, but well above the usual satellite belt one finds around any spacegoing planet. Since they weren’t in geosynch orbit, there were times when they were out of direct line-of-sight of Zeus Station. During those times, his minisats and picket lines of sensorProbes covered those quadrants. Strange that there’d been no sign of the Halicene repair ship. Hadn’t they gotten tachword of the Stripper’s breakdown?

Mata Hari broke in on his musings. “Matt, there’s a new call. From Autarch Dreedle. Do you wish to accept it?”

Under the lightbeams of the Pit, half in cyborg-link with an entire star system and half limited to slow, organic real-time chitchat, he shrugged, his skin rippling to autonomic moods. “Yes. Put her up.”

The red-haired, slim Autarch Dreedle took form in the forward holosphere. It looked as if she spoke from some kind of genetics laboratory, rather than her Trunk office.

“Good day, Autarch.”

Dreedle nodded, her chin moving down and forward. “Greetings. Our heartfelt gratitude to you on the defeat of the Stripper. Are the ecotoxins gone from our planet?”

“Yes, they are. And where are you?”

Dreedle smiled indulgently, her brown eyes flashing. “At the main Genetics Manufactory for all of Derindl society. It’s a secret location which cannot be backtracked from our signal. I came to check on our ecosystem monitoring of the Stripper area—to be sure no additional ecodamage had occurred.” She blinked slowly. “Beyond, of course, the expected pollution of our ground waters in the immediate Stripper area.”

“Of course.” At Matt’s thought-imaged query, Mata Hari confirmed that Dreedle’s signal was indeed untraceable, much like the last signal from Spyridon. “Autarch, why do you call … besides the Thank You? I appreciate that, by the way.”

“It is your due.” Dreedle smiled human-like. “And I call about the nine hundred neonatal placental units. Half are with us and half with Olympus Colony. We wish to prevent their forcible recovery by the Halicene Conglomerate.”

Ahhh. Here was someone who thought beyond tomorrow. “A reasonable concern, since they may allege contract default. Although you could assert punitive damages before the local Anarchate provincial base. But aren’t your military forces sufficient to discourage the Halicenes?”

Dreedle leaned forward, her manner concerned. “On the ground, yes. Not in space. We have only two lightly armed corvettes for in-system security patrol. Both are in polar orbit now, on Alert. What are your future plans?”

Matt told her what he’d told Ioannis. “So you see, Autarch, you’ll still benefit from my presence.”

She smiled warmly. “Very good. And will you visit me soon to discuss … interspecies sharing?”

God, did every politician use sex as a tool? “Uh, not right now. I suspect there’ll soon be a lot of work to do—in space.”

“But surely—”

“Emergency override!” Mata Hari said, displacing Dreedle’s image with one from the picket line sensorProbes. Massive computer data files and sensor feeds flooded his brain. Even downshifted to his slower neuron speeds, it made him dizzy. Blinking, going to gestalt perception, Matt focused on the event.

“What is it?”

“A repair ship,” Mata Hari said urgently. “Sent by the Halicene, probably from the F5 star.” In his mind, a hurtling image resolved into a long black tube, flanked by four outrigger pontoons of unknown weapons capabilities. Then the Bridge holosphere flickered with the transferred sensorProbe image. The repair ship had Alcubierre Translated into Sigma Puppis B system just beyond its outermost planet. Already it sped inward very, very fast. It would be at Halcyon within a few hours, thanks to decel abilities that could ignore fragile protoplasmic beings. Even ships with artificial gravity, and inertial fields to keep their organics from bouncing around during vector changes, could not decel as abruptly as an AI-only occupied ship. Sooo. It had begun.

“Move out, Mata Hari. Take up station in the sixth planet’s orbital range, among the asteroids. And bring in a few of our sensorProbes.”

“Complying, Matthew.”

Behind Matt, the Spine slidedoor opened. A Pit screen showed Eliana striding in, dressed now in a silvery jumpsuit, a puzzled look on her face. “Matthew! I heard the Combat Alarm. Who are we fighting?”

He pulled out of gestalt perception and pointed at the holosphere. “An armed robot freighter. From Halicene. Sit! I need you in the couch and under crash-padding before we engage. Hurry!”

Eliana hurried. Once seated and encased by impact clamshells, she glanced over at him, her eyes wide with concern. “Are you, will you—”

“I’ll be fine if I don’t have to worry about you!” Her look softened even as the flashing image of the robot freighter grew closer to them. “Now please, let me work. And try not to let my cyborg self upset you—I’ll be in gestalt mode and operating at the speed of thought.”

“Understood,” she said, looking secure as the accel-couch’s crash padding enveloped her with its clamshell arms. Her albino face paled. “It looks deadly, doesn’t it?”

What? Matt had nearly gone to ocean-time when she spoke, her words blurring out as she spoke slower than he perceived. “Don’t worry. This ship can handle it. Now, let me work.”

Once more, the dam burst. Ocean-time overwhelmed him and Eliana shrank to a minor star in the constellation of his awareness.

Seven milliseconds.

The Dreadnought-class battleship built by the ancient T’Chak aliens, a shape-changing wonder able to destroy a star, now did his bidding. 

Moving swift as a hawk, Mata Hari left orbit at one-half lightspeed thrust. Briefly, he was pushed back into the molded-glass chair of the Pit—until the inertial fields came on. Matt didn’t notice the slight weight gain. Other things overwhelmed him. For within his mind, within his body, the avenging force that was a two kilometer-long starship changed form. 

It changed into Battle Configuration.

Two seconds.

The ocean filled him. The ocean enclosed him. The ocean sang to him. He was one with Mata Hari, the Ship was one with them, three were as One, they had become the entity <he>:<she>:<ship>. 

Two and a quarter seconds.

Both biceps clenched.

Distantly, Matt felt the two pontoons of the neutron antimatter cannons power up and move to Standby.

Three seconds.

His heart beat faster.

Within her dozen fusion power plants, Mata Hari sped up energy production. 

Three and a quarter seconds.

His fingers twitched.

Outside, on the outer Hull, dozens of beam-weapon projectors came on-line, spotting the ship’s skin like an attack of giant warts. Some were low frequency carbon-dioxide gas lasers, some were excimer lasers, some proton beamers, a few hydrogen-fluorine metal-punch lasers, several free electron lasers, and multiple plasma cannons, while others carried neutral particle beamers. They all flowed with energy, they all sang to him—we are ready. Ready! Ready! 

Eight seconds.

His groin twinged.

On Mata Hari’s top and bottom, giant pods now protruded on pylon arms. They contained Torps ready for Defense, for Offense, ready even to give their own lives as decoys, if necessary. And as they protruded, his Hull skin flowed like water. Flexmetal and adaptive optics on the Hull moved like something alive, reshaping him into a spacegoing fortress. The silver and brown main Hull now resembled a long barrel cactus embraced by four outrigger pontoons.

Ten seconds.

Matt clenched his jaw muscles.

The winding coils of the subatomic particle accelerators that wrapped around the Spine hallway and staterooms now glowed with energies primal, ready to feed neutron antimatter to the pontoon cannons, charged protons to the proton beamers, or pure plasma to the scores of projectors waiting to defend the ship. The plasma cannons were for close-up solid projectile defense. Nothing stopped a Nanoshell, a MIRV’d smart rock or a nuclear torp like a 10,000 degree mini-sun.

Other changes occurred inside the ship.

Fourteen seconds.

He grasped the chair’s hand-pads.

The Spine’s airtight slidedoors all closed down, compartmentalizing the ship. Subsidiary AIs secured the cargo holds. 

Sixteen seconds.

Matt blinked.

StratTac plans were downloaded into mindless backup computers for each weapon and pod, making sure that every part of the ship would fight on even if other parts sustained major damage. Within Mata Hari, in deeply hidden and shielded armories, holo decoys were readied for use as diversionary tactics. Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells were downloaded with the spectroscopic signature of the robot freighter. Monomolecular armor was plated to nanoware borers. And penetrator viruses were specially manufactured to attack the silicon, germanium and gallium arsenide components of the oncoming robot ship. As for the Restricted Rooms … they did nothing. For the thousandth time, he wondered at their presence, then dismissed them, too busy with the change to Battle Configuration to worry about a non-problem. 

Fifty seconds.

Matt blinked again, calling for a gestalt perception of the ship. 

Like a red cloud it glimmered in his mind, rushing to him over the PET relays, floating in front of him in the holosphere, flickering off the backs of his contact lenses, touching his sensitive skin. One would not think you could see with your skin. But you can.

One minute.

He looked deeper.

Linking everything onboard were the fiber optic cables, the optoelectronic relays, and even onboard tachyonic senses, all making the ship a version of the old “fly-by-wire” atmosphere fighters—where you needed a computer to adjust the wing control surfaces, or you crashed. 

“Hello, Matthew,” whispered the image glow of his Mata Hari symbiont, full of happy feelings as she lifted a Mauser rifle and sighted along its length. Aiming for a target. The freighter target. Imitating his instincts, she showed herself ready for combat. And Matt could tell she felt happy. How, he knew not. 

“Hello, partner. It’s good to be … working with you like this. Again.”

No other words were exchanged. Not by mind-image. Not by slow skin twitch. Not even by slower eye blink. None were needed.

Gestalt. Or, what the AI called Complete Identity Overlap.

Within his ship body, Matt moved as one moves about his house, a place familiar and comforting. A place where you knew every little detail. He left nothing to chance and nothing was left undone. Endlessly he cycled through his domain, checking, touching, sniffing, feeling, intuiting … and ecstasy was his constant companion.

There is, truly, nothing to compare with systems checkout.

Time passed. Eliana remained patient. And Matt existed as the uplinked, integrated, biocomponent of the ship named Mata Hari. 

One hour passed like a century—but so fascinated was he by all the nooks and crannies of Ship that he never felt a moment of boredom.

When the robot freighter passed their picket line of passive sensorProbes, the ship was ready and on station next to a large asteroid. Like a double-image, Matt stepped-down from ecstasy, moving just a little out of identity-sync. It was necessary, if he were to operate slow, organic instrumentalities for the benefit of Eliana.

He licked his lips and blinked. The forward holosphere showed the image of the intruder. “Mata Hari, display the weapons systems carried by the freighter.”

“Complying, Matthew.” She sounded breathless. 

Eliana jumped to the sound of his voice, the first speech she’d heard from him in an hour. But she did not speak to him, only looked more and more concerned as the armed freighter filled the holosphere. His Patron could tell they were but moments away from combat.

The holosphere image became a sectioned schematic of the Halicene ship. Rotating axially, it showed him the freighter’s weapons. Which weren’t much. The ship carried only a few hydrogen-fluorine laser guns, outrigger plasma cannons, and a single belly pod loaded with a few nuclear torps. Most of the craft consisted of automated repair and fabrication shops, as expected. To the side of the holo image, scrolling data columns glowed purple in two places.

“What’s that?”

“We are being ranged by its pulse-Doppler radar, Matt.”

He smiled. Stealthy avionics packages were fine for some engagements, but in this one they wanted the opponent to find them. “Mata Hari, detonate the Offense Probe.”

On screen, behind the robot freighter, a twenty megaton thermonuclear warhead detonated. It had been riding inside one of his outlier picket sensorProbes, not attracting attention to itself. Until now. In the holosphere, the freighter’s autotracking gun pods swung back toward the glowing radioactive cloud.

“Attacking!” In his mind’s eye, Mata Hari dove like a screaming eagle, her talons outstretched. “I’m launching our own KKP submunitions and Nanoshells.”

“Good. How long before they arrive?”

“Six minutes.” The claws shone bright.

“How soon before the freighter’s in reach of our HF lasers?”

“Three minutes.”

He thought quickly. While the neutron antimatter pontoons were the ultimate weapon of Mata Hari or any battleship—since they could not be turned aside by electromagnetic shields that deflected charged particle beams—they stayed coherent only over short distances. Also, it took a lot of power to generate antimatter in quantity. Recharge time between each shot was two seconds—a lifetime to computer senses. Other lightspeed weapons were better for long-distance engagement.

“Matt, I’m emitting the mercury vapor shield.”

“Good.”

Engagement would occur soon. 

Once again, he marveled at the weapons systems of Mata Hari. While much of what she held was similar to top-of-the-line Anarchate weaponry, the mercury vapor shield was unique. It was a variant on the old-style mercury absorption clouds used by sublight cargo-carriers to deflect incoming particle radiation, radiation that piled up on a sublight starship’s nose like water before the prow of a ship. 

Light glimmered. 

Between Mata Hari and the freighter there billowed a five thousand kilometer square screen of vaporized mercury. Mercury vapor had long been used as an absorber and deflector of laser beams, but Mata Hari had developed a new adaptation. Out in space, the mercury molecules were charged, and linked into a single electromagnetic field. The screen-field, controlled by thousands of nanoware computers seeded among the gas vapor molecules, opened and closed holes in the gas shield—at totally random intervals. The opening times for these holes were known only to Mata Hari and its Fire Control programs. Which programs fed into every weapon system aboard Mata Hari. The holes allowed Mata Hari to shoot at an opponent, but their enemy’s beams were deflected or absorbed by the vapor. Of course, the vapor shield was a static defensive tactic that didn’t work if your ship had to maneuver a lot. But if you could force your enemy to attack along a predictable vector … .

“Firing the HF lasers, Matthew.”

Light is far speedier than even the fastest hypervelocity shells or missiles. Blue-green laser beams speared out to the freighter, making the holosphere flare. At the same time, the freighter fired at them. Mata Hari suddenly vectored sideways—but not enough to disrupt its own firing solutions through the gas shield holes.

Light flared along one pontoon of the freighter.

“A hit!” Matt felt overwhelming excitement.

“Maneuvering,” his partner said hurriedly as one beam from the freighter penetrated through the gas shield.

Mata Hari rotated, emitting mercury vapor close to the hull. Within his double-self, his skin crawled, as if ants were walking over him. But it was only the adaptive optics seeded into the ship’s skin—already they were contracting, changing to concave form, and throwing back the burning heat energy from the enemy laser. In milliseconds Mata Hari shifted spatial orientation again, putting its narrowest cross-section face-on to the freighter. Even as it shifted, it fired excimer, CO2 and neutral particle beam lasers. They reached out through the randomly opening mercury gas clouds. In the holo, death came to the freighter.

“Matt, our Nanoshells have penetrated their hull.”

“Excellent!”

That was it. 

Like an overripe fruit filled with worms, the freighter’s hull burst open. Thousands of nanoborers and nanoware energy-seekers penetrated the hull, sought and found local area powerplants, infiltrated nuclear torp warheads, reprogrammed their software with decadent software viruses, and broke the electromagnetic safety seals on the main fusion bottle of the freighter. Even as he received thousands of tachyonic data inputs downshifted for his slower gestalt senses, Matt’s eyes were dazzled by brilliant, actinic lights erupting in a score of locations. 

In the end, it was a race between which would go off first—the ship’s fusion bottle turning into a miniature nova, or her stored nuclear warheads turning into plasma. Forty femtoseconds later, only a radioactive cloud occupied the space where once the alien freighter had flown. He let out his breath in a rush.

“We won!” Matt blinked and fed a soporific into his bloodstream, seeking calmness. With a start, he remembered Eliana, still sitting patiently nearby, relief now showing on her face as she observed the freighter’s destruction. “Mata Hari, what do the Nanoshells say about ship manufacture, origin and encrypted software instructions?”

His symbiont glowed in his mind, equally excited, and somehow just as adrenaline-pumped. “It was a Beta-class Repair Freighter/Corsair. Built by the Upsilon Carina dockyards of the Halicene Conglomerate, Directorate Level Aleph. Sixty years in service and unmanned by organic lifeforms. It was run by an industrial algorithm AI with only minimal sentience. Most recently, it was in-dock with the Halicene MotherShip Obliteration … in orbit about the F5 giant star.” Vigilante paused, her mood sobering. “There is other data related to maintenance schedules, asteroid mining duties and such. Do you wish a data readout?”

“No. Encode it in the Library and into Tactical and Strategic CPUs.” Matt thought a second, sitting back in the Pit seat. “Any evidence of a continuous tachyonic signal link to Legion and the MotherShip Obliteration?”

“Yes. That signal shut off nine hundred femtoseconds ago. They know we did this.”

“Shit.” Legion had been taking no chances. In case the automated call for a repair ship had been due to his and Mata Hari’s actions, the robot ship held its own version of a deadman switch. The tachyonic carrier signal was probably a simple, multiplexed one that fed a one-way datastream back to Legion. The Mican must already be looking at a Tactical analysis of how he and Mata Hari had just defeated the repair ship. Time. Too little time. He blinked.

“Leave a holo decoy behind the nearest asteroid. Then we retreat halfway back to Zeus Station. Agreed?”

“It fits my software’s own Tactical recommendations.” His symbiont sounded confident but also slightly worried. In his mind, her glow-image showed the Mata Hari persona working on a recipe in her pretend kitchen, the closest analogy she could make to what she really did inside the ship. “Complying, Matthew.”

Behind Matt, Eliana struggled in her crash-padding. “Matt! I’m suffocating in this thing. Can I come out?”

“Sorry, Eliana.” He split his attention, part to gestalt-mode where he could monitor interior ship status and tactical developments, and part to human-mode—for his Patron’s benefit. And his—he couldn’t believe how the sight of her, sharing his triumph, filled him with joy. “We’re still on Combat Alert, in Battle Configuration and I expect another attack at any moment.”

“Another attack?” Her face paled. “Who this time?”

“Legion and Obliteration the MotherShip, who else?” Frustrated by her slow sensory speeds, Matt wished briefly for a direct neurolink to her—so he could download all that he saw and felt and perceived. Doubtless she would not appreciate the cyborg experience. “We destroyed their robot repair freighter—rather too easily. Now, Mother is due shortly, I suspect.”

“Mother?”

“Override!” wailed Mata Hari. 

Ocean-time.

Immediate.

Urgent.

Nine hundred picoseconds.

In his mind, across his manifold senses and before his eyes, Matt felt space-time itself move. 

MotherShip Obliteration arrived.

Space-time warped, shuddered, and tore as a starship over eight kilometers wide Alcubierre Translated into the middle reaches of the Sigma Puppis B system. Gravity wave tidal shocks rippled all the way to Halcyon, shaking Zeus Station in its orbit. The other planets in the Derindl home system also vibrated to the arrival of imported space-time. Mata Hari, being much closer to the giant MotherShip, rocked hard. 

Four hundred milliseconds.

Matt felt astonished that Legion would ignore basic stardrive safety parameters by materializing within the stellar gravity well of the local G5 star. It could be done … but you risked sharing space with a fist-sized rock, resulting in immediate matter-to-energy annihilation. And too close to a planet would knock it out of orbit. What did Legion know about local system space that he didn’t?

One second.

“Matt?” Eliana called.

He slowed his speech. “Wait!”

One and a quarter seconds.

On screen, a second gravity wave pulse hit them, then a thermonuclear explosion blossomed behind them, not far from Zeus Station.

Incredible. Legion had just wasted a scoutship by forcing it to Translate deeper into Sigma Puppis, where it had exploded near to Clan Themistocles’ Trade Station. Why?

One and a half seconds.

Insistent gongs signaled numerous incoming comlink signals. Matt ignored them all, reaching out for Mata Hari, speaking in PET-relayed thought-images. “Partner—what do you project from Legion’s actions so far?”

One second, five hundred twelve milliseconds.

She glowed in his mind, at one with him and he with her. “The Mican must have seeded this system with self-replicating nanoRemotes. They would provide a constant real-time update to its shipboard StratTac computer.”

He objected, imaging graphics. “But stellar wind pressure would displace them fairly quickly. That’s why we didn’t do the same for the F5, but relied on self-powered sensorProbes.”

“True,” Mata Hari said as, on-screen, several of his sensorProbes that lay between him and the MotherShip now exploded, one after another. “But obviously the Mican has plenty of resources. Enough to replace millions of nanoRemotes as they decay from position. Some of them have already located our passive sensors—as you can see from the explosions.”

One second, six hundred thirty milliseconds.

Shit. Now what could they—

The ship rocked a third time.

“Maneuvering,” said Mata Hari. “Moving to new coordinates. Firing.”

“On what?” he demanded just as his forebrain was flooded with Mata Hari’s Tactical Ops plan.

One second, seven hundred ten milliseconds.

Eliana cursed. “What are you and this crazy ship doing!”

“Savingyourlife,” Matt said, speech slurring as his tongue failed to keep up with thought impulses.

One second, nine hundred milliseconds.

Time to strike back. Time to fight.

<He>:<she>:<ship> lashed out.

The Bridge interior went momentarily black as outside, fourteen thermonuclear torps vaporized an area of space over forty kilometers square. The explosions were part of their TacOps Plan to set up a radiation pressure front that would sweep away any Halicene Nanoprobes. Unfortunately, doing this also confined them to a certain well-defined block of space. Just ten minutes from antimatter Strike range, Legion’s starship Obliteration came toward them. 

Remorselessly, and with no attempt at contact, it came.

Matt’s skin crawled. His biceps clenched. He spit.

Nanoshells erupted from Mata Hari like bees swarming to a hive. KKPs speared out toward the Mican’s ship. Decoy pods cast off and went inert. Mata Hari ’s stealth mode came on with a vengeance. Vectors changed. The ship dived, twisted, jerked back on its course and began laying down a systematic barrage of laser pulses, excimer beams, and neutral particle weapon blasts that moved out toward the foe at the speed of light. The Mican was still out of Strike range, but perhaps the mix of lightspeed weapons and physical KKPs would confuse Legion’s Fire Control software. He grunted. Power fed into the antimatter generators, building up a four shot reserve. Sensors reached out. Behind <him>:<her>:<ship> came death in the form of Obliteration. Ahead of them floated the flimsy shell of Zeus Station. It rushed up as they fled inward, away from their foe.

Two and a quarter seconds.

Comlink gongs sounded again.

Mata Hari floated in his mind, her persona-image now that of the exotic black-skinned Barbarian Princess, but one who seemed a bit worried. “Matthew, I believe you should take this incoming call from Despot Ioannis.”

Irritated, he thought-imaged acceptance. “Put him on visual.”

Before the photon relays closed, he changed.

Step-down.

Slow.

Slower.

Crawling.

Matt blinked, back at human real-time. He hoped his gamble in leaving ocean-time would pay off. Nearby, Eliana leaned forward as she saw him come out of his Pit reverie. 

“Matt. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Be patient.” He blinked, completing the comlink connection. Ioannis shimmered into being in the front holosphere.

Ioannis, Despot of Zeus Station and Leader of Clan Themistocles, looked as a frightened man should look. He twined fingers together nervously while behind him, his executive office smoked with burning circuits and drone-people ran around putting out fires. The Greek swallowed hard. “Vigilante, we have radiation burns to twenty-one spacewalkers on routine repair assignments.” Lips tightened. “Two are expected to die from radburn. Can you defend us?”

What? Oh, yes. Two seconds ago … one of Legion’s throwaway scoutships had exploded three planetary diameters out, but all too close to the station. “Probably.” Tactical readouts now streamed in from the new Nanoprobes they’d seeded right after the appearance of Obliteration. “I’m working on protecting my ship, right now. Tell Dreedle to keep her corvettes home—they’re hopelessly outclassed by this MotherShip.”

“So I thought,” Ioannis said tiredly. “How long do we have?”

“Depends on whether they want to talk before they fight.” 

“Matt, look!” Eliana pointed at the wall as another of his deep space Nanoprobes exploded on the wallscreen. The foe closed in, shortening the distance between their speeding ships.

“Incoming signal from Obliteration,” keened Mata Hari. 

“Later, Ioannis,” he said. The Despot’s surprised image was replaced by the smoldering, griffin-tiger image of Legion. The alien stood atop a spotlighted dais inside its own Bridge. Dirty brown wings flapped slowly atop its red-striped back. Its voice was formal, exact, and hurried when it spoke.

“Ship Mata Hari, under Command of Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, you are hereby notified that you are in violation of our contract with Despot Ioannis Themistocles, Zeus Station and Olympus Colony, and with Autarch Dreedle of the Derindl Forty-Eighth Dynasty.” Three purple eyes blinked quickly. “Specifically, Paragraph 4a, Section Two, Adjunct Delta gives Halicene Conglomerate the right to take any action necessary to recover, repair and reinstate our Mining Automaton, currently emplaced on south continent. Again, per our mining contract and in exchange for the provision of nine hundred full spectrum neonatal placental units to Autarch Dreedle’s predecessor and to former Despot Nikolaos of Clan Karamanlis. Human, you have four minutes to exit this stellar system or you will be destroyed.”

Matt grinned defiantly. “Prime Dominant Three, called Legion, you should have checked with your expert legal software. The Anarchate’s Fourth Compendium of Rules clearly states that no planet can willingly abrogate the First Rule—that is, allow interference in its internal planetary affairs. Even if they wanted to, this contract provision is invalid.” The Mican griffin-tiger had not moved while he spoke. “Second, the neonatal units are useless if you destroy the planet’s habitat. Third, why did you attack Zeus Station?”

The Mican yawned, showing massive canines. “We did not attack the station. If we had, the station would be nonexistent. We just offered them a ‘reminder’ as to who has the power to interpret contract provisions. You seem to have forgotten this. Three minutes remain.”

Nearby, Eliana leaned forward in her accel-couch despite the impact clamshells, clearly worried. Matt acted nonchalant. “My contract is with Despot Ioannis, and on behalf of Autarch Dreedle.”

Legion smiled a toothy grin. “Perhaps you should check with your allies before you act so stupidly. Monitor this recent Vidcast from the new Olympus Colony Despot, one Nikolaos.” Feeling shock, Matt watched as the holosphere went split-screen.

The frightened image of Nikolaos read from a piece of paper that he held in shaking hands. “To all whom it may concern and especially to the Anarchate provincial base. This gives notice that the affairs of the human colony of Olympus have now passed back into the hands of Clan Karamanlis. The ruler of Clan Themistocles, one Ioannis, is hereby declared an outlaw.” Nikolaos bit his lip, then read woodenly. “I hereby ask succor from our trading partners, the Halicene Conglomerate, in my efforts to reclaim our rightful rule to Zeus Station. This concludes our agreement.” His image disappeared.

“Noooo!” Eliana cried out, her shoulders shaking. She acted as if all hope were gone. In his mind, Mata Hari joined him in shared cussing. 

The Mican lifted one claw-hand. “As you can see, we have the right to be here and do whatever we wish. We have been invited in by a local business concern.” The Mican’s needle-tail lifted and swished lazily.

“That does not include the Derindl!” Matt snarled.

“Why should it?” Legion purred. 

“Override!” keened Mata Hari. 

The holosphere again went split-screen, with Legion on one side … and the harried face of Autarch Dreedle in the other. She spoke hurriedly, her face smudged from smoke, her robes discarded for a combat harness.

“—are now resisting the attack with hand weapons. The Tree Melisen is damaged in two quadrants from parasite bacteria that resist our cleansing efforts.” The image flickered and a brave woman looked up, eyes firm and determined. “Repeat, the Genetic Manufactory for all Derindl is under attack from renegade humans led by Triune Spyridon of the Pericles terrorist group. We call for aid from any quarter. We specifically ask the Anarchate provincial base to assist us in repelling external interference in our internal planetary affairs. We are now resisting with hand weapons. The Tree Melisen is damaged in two quadrants from parasite bacteria that resist our cleansing efforts. Repeat—”

The taped tachmessage recycled. Matt was unable to establish a live connection with Dreedle. He turned back to Legion, who’d also gotten the same broadband message.

The Mican shifted paw position and flared its wings. Purple eyes glowed. “Twenty-five seconds remain, little primate monkey!”

Like the corporate raider and pirate he was, Legion had prepared his way well by either threatening, co-opting, buying off or intimidating all potential opponents … while simultaneously undercutting his and Eliana’s few allies. Matt swallowed, his mouth dry. Blinking, he killed the hated image. Then he turned to sobbing Eliana.

“Patron, we will prevail. Believe me!”

“Matt!” She looked his way, her desperation clear. “I need to do something.”

Lightbeams filled him with images distant and close, and all of them involved flashing machines, horrendous weapons, and death winging near. “Mistress, there’s not a whole lot we can do that isn’t already being done.”

“There is!” she said furiously. “Let me reprogram your orbiting minisats to help Autarch Dreedle in her battle against Spyridon! It’s my home too!”

Splitting his attention, he nodded. “Fine. Put on the virtual reality helmet beside the accel-couch, twig the electro-optical sensors, and see what you can do. Mata Hari will downlink subsidiary comlinks and computer power to your post.”

“Perfect!” Eliana smiled grimly as she moved to help in the battle against Spyridon. 

Ocean-time.

His mind filled with an alert from his other partner. “Incoming,” Mata Hari said softly. His neck twinged.

Matt’s body tilted sideways as Mata Hari maneuvered faster than the inertial field could compensate. Outside, in the obsidian darkness of space, the Death Cloud approached. His senses perceived thousands of attacking torps, from nanoseeds on up to airsled-sized nuclear torps. 

Obliteration entered Strike Range. 

The MotherShip fired at them. Multiple HF and CO2 laser blasts ate away at the mercury vapor cloud lying between them and Obliteration. Most depressing, their own Nanoshells were being located, targeted and destroyed by needle-thin laser beams fired from the Halicene starship, even as it dodged their initial laser barrages. And their own proton beam counter-battery fire was being electromagnetically deflected, dispersed by antimonium gas, or absorbed by layer after layer of ablative shielding on the battleship. For a globe eight kilometers across, Matt estimated Obliteration’s ablative shield at over a hundred meters thick. Crux point arrived. If they stayed where they were, they allowed the StratTac comps of the Mican to predict their position with high accuracy. If they moved, they would lose the protective vapor shield. But  that was already falling behind as they fled toward Zeus Station.

“Matthew?” Mata Hari glowed in his mind and breathed with him, cell-to-cell, skin-to-skin, inner heart to her own inner being. “Your recommendations?”

“Head for Halcyon immediately! Full power! And keep the holo decoys between us and Obliteration.”

“Complying.”

Nearby, Eliana retasked his minisats to support Dreedle’s need for targeting intelligence on the Pericles terrorists. Explosions flared on her repeater screen. She’d turned a few minisats into orbital bombardment weapons, hitting Periclean power supplies a devastating blow. Remarkable. But he had no time to admire his love’s creative anarchy—in short minutes they would reach Halcyon and be unable to retreat further. Or would they?

Matt dove into timelessness.

One hundred twenty milliseconds.

The ship vibrated like a tuning fork to a nearby torp explosion. His left arm burned intensely as two HF beams got through, burning away two square meters of hullplate. Then the ship’s rotation disrupted the laser beam focus. The holo decoys were not working very well. 

He flinched.

Flipping nose to tail, <he>:<she>:<ship> fled backwards at one-half lightspeed, just light-seconds ahead of the energy wavefront from Obliteration’s beam weaponry. Which was trailed by the Mican’s hypervelocity Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells. A deadly double-punch. Matt fired his own long-range beam weapons.

Two seconds.

He shrugged.

The ship turned end-for-end once more. 

Five seconds.

He tensed.

Extra armor plating covered their engine nacelles. 

Nine seconds.

Blinking, he caused the antimatter pontoons to rotate 180 degrees so they could fire rearwards. 

Fifteen seconds.

He shivered, causing the many small plasma cannons to fire, vaporizing those few solid projectiles that got close. But Legion’s energy wavefront moved at lightspeed while they ran at half that. Soon, all too soon, the front would sweep through their gas shield.

Twenty seconds.

“Matthew,” whispered Mata Hari in his mind. “This is an unstable strategic situation. I recommend immediate system departure.”

“No! It’s not necessary. Surely your systems aren’t overloaded?”

“No. But the probability of significant damage is high.”

“How high?”

“Four percent.”

He stutter-laughed so fast Eliana didn’t even hear him. “Four percent! For a human those are negligible odds.”

“Not for an AI,” said Mata Hari, her soft feminine voice now replaced by a harder, male-sounding tone. Where had that come from? Inside him, inside ship, the Restricted Rooms glowed with power. Had the voice come from there?

Thirty-two seconds.

Suddenly, he had it. “Swerve around Halcyon, Mata Hari. Keep the planet’s bulk between us and Obliteration.”

“Why?” She was back to her Mata Hari persona, sounding like her normal-self.

“You’ll see. How close can this ship get to Halcyon and still go into Alcubierre Translation … without throwing the planet out of orbit?”

Forty seconds.

“One point three planetary radii of Halcyon,” Mata Hari said, sounding very curious.

“Prepare a Translation solution for such a departure.”

She burned bright in his mind. “What star?”

“No star,” he said, wondering if this gamble would cost him his life. “Reset for Translation appearance directly behind Obliteration … and on the same inbound vector.”

Fifty seconds.

Mata Hari went silent, figuring the vector math. For Matt, ocean-time filled him. Datafeeds flooded every sense. He took it all in—from the ship, from nearby space, from Zeus Station as Ioannis desperately called for help, and even from Halcyon as Eliana’s minisats picked up surface explosions in several places around Tree Melisen. Everyone was in trouble, including him. His Interfaces trembled, nearing overload.

One minute ten seconds.

In his mind, Mata Hari came back front and center. She appeared once more as the Victorian-dressed Mata Hari, her manner formal and demanding. “Matthew, why take such a chance?”

What the hell? All of a sudden she’d gotten very argumentative with him. And there was no time to waste. “Because, partner, Legion is obviously trying to wrap up his problems very quickly. Remember Dreedle’s tachyonic call for help to the Anarchate base? I bet a Nova-class Anarchate battleglobe is already on the way here. Legion wants to have his pets in place, able to say he was not interfering in planetary affairs, before the Nova arrives. Doing this maneuver will throw him off and allow us more time to attack. Plus keep him from achieving immediate success. Understood?”

“A novel solution.” Mata Hari sounded intrigued. “The Translation algorithm is completed. We’re inside the orbit of Zeus Station. Obliteration has closed to within twenty planetary diameters. The energy wavefront from his beam weapons has dissipated, but new attacks are likely. Do we pass through atmosphere?”

“No.” In one part of his mind, a VR helmeted Eliana moved fingers quickly over an AllCall datapad, her expression distracted as she took in multiplex data feeds fed to her by those subversive minisats. Her face was filled with worry, doubt and a little hope. He hoped too. “Commence maneuver.”

One minute twenty seconds.

The ship moved sideways, using the gravity well of Halcyon to speed up a little. Behind it followed the ravening furies of Obliteration, reaching out with directed energy beam weapons to attack their flanks. Their foe ejected more and more Nanoshells to distract their shipboard defenses, all the while searching for a chink in the protective armor of counterstrike, confusion, decoys and random explosions which Mata Hari ’s Tactical CPU hurled back at the intruder. Matt was holding the antimatter cannons in reserve, for just before they lost direct line of sight. For a brief moment, he was tempted to use the Bethe Inducer, a weapon that could make a star go nova—but such were not used near an inhabited planet. Or an inhabited space station.

“We are nearing the sunside of Halcyon,” Mata Hari whispered to him over the PET relay as he sat in the Pit, his skin alive to thousands of lightbeam inputs, feeling old, feeling wrung out and exhausted. “Out of direct line-of-sight in four seconds.”

“Fire the antimatter cannons!”

They fired.

Thick black beams of coherent neutron antimatter moved at lightspeed, clawing for the Mican’s ship. Unfortunately, they did not connect.

Obliteration shifted aside, just before the antimatter beams passed by the Halicene’s portside flank. They missed. Damn!  

Two minutes twenty seconds.

No one could see antimatter beams coming … until they hit, since the beams moved at the speed of light. But one could dedicate a few Probes for use as tachyonic sensors, able to signal back any eruption of antimatter beams from his ship. Tachyons always beat light. It was a very expensive investment, but Legion must have done it. In his mind and in the holosphere, the alien battleship swung back on course. Something glittered on the hull just as the enemy ship neared Zeus Station. Were they firing on Ioannis? Or was a Halicene shuttle leaving to claim the station for Nikolaos?

Two minutes thirty seconds.

They passed out of direct sight of Legion.

Step-down.

Muscles ache.

Head throbs.

Heart skips a beat.

Interface drag is part and parcel of being a cyborg, even when your biochemistry is altered. Finally … finally, he felt human again. Normal. And very slow. He turned to Eliana.

“Patron, now you will see what a Vigilante and a Dreadnought-class starship can do!”

His love turned to him, then pulled off the VR helmet. Her expression was hopeful. “Good! I just used up the last of your minisats. We’re going to survive?”

“Matthew, five seconds to Translation point,” called Mata Hari’s unhurried, fully feminine voice.

“Probably.” He blew Eliana a kiss, feeling wild and crazy. She looked surprised, then pleased. “We’re definitely going to surprise Legion and maybe cook his pants. If Micans even wear clothes.”

“They don’t,” Mata Hari said in a wry aside as the Alcubierre Translation algorithm built up in the NavTactical computer. “Prepare for Translation.”

Eliana sat back in her accel-couch. Its crash-arms closed in again on her. With a trusting look to him, she closed her eyes.

In the Pit, Matt felt the inertial fields come on, pressing him into his own chair. He relaxed, but did not shut off external ship sensors. His bare skin flew through the coldness of space. Like a double-image, he was both inside the ship, and outside. It would be rough experiencing the timelessness of Alcubierre Translation while still in Cyborg-link with his ship. He’d never done it before. But Matt had no choice. He must be completely alert and aware when they materialized behind Obliteration. He had a surprise he wanted to try out.

“Translating!”

All about him, reality went grey, amorphous, indistinct—and shocking. Space-time changed.

All his senses suddenly cut off. Nothing communicated to him. Sensory deprivation screamed across his extended, raw nerve endings. 

It was too much. Far, far too much.

He fainted.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

Awareness came. Matt felt groggy and half-blind, as if he were a blind man moving through clinging waters, slowed down, weighed down, as if he climbed up out of the kind of dream where you observe but cannot move.

His heart surged inside him. His mind expanded quickly. Suddenly, he was back in ocean-time, a cyborg in link with his AI and their ship, no longer unconscious. The faint had lasted less than a second.

He took in the full StratTac feed from Mata Hari. 

They had materialized five planetary diameters behind Obliteration, rocking it with the gravity pulse from their Translation, throwing the enemy ship off kilter for a few critical seconds. 

In the space of that time Matt acted. He took in the Tactical plot, fired the hydrogen-fluorine metal-punch lasers, followed them up with a heavy proton beamer onslaught, launched plasma torps that would arrive very slowly, and then topped it off with a fusillade from the neutron antimatter cannons just as the pontoons finished rotating back forward. Was it enough?

In the holosphere, the image of Obliteration shifted a bit as Mata Hari threw them sideways, expecting an autonomic response from the battleship’s flank energy beamers and hypersonic missile pods. Their own lightbeam barrage resumed, in pulses of ravening photons, protons and antimatter neutrons. Then mercury vapor mist took silvery form between them and Obliteration as hypersonic Nanoshells reached out ahead of Mata Hari, setting up their own screen. Holes opened in it erratically. Even now the enemy probably fired back at them. They would have felt the instantaneous gravity waves of Mata Hari’s Translation and figured someone unfriendly now trailed them … and on the same vector plot as the gravity waves. At least, that’s what Matt would have figured.

In two light-seconds, the first of their energy beams impacted on Obliteration.

Eliana covered her eyes as brilliant light glared.

Matt watched at slow Human speeds even as he thought at photonic speeds.

The HF laser beams cut a huge, gaping hole in the southern hemisphere of Obliteration’s hull, but did not get all the way through the ablative armor plating. The heavy proton beams followed, cutting deeper still. The plasma torps were slow, far too slow. They were passed in flight by his lightspeed neutron antimatter beams. Two black beams hit an outer limb of Obliteration just as—in the field image sent back by a tachyonic sensorProbe he’d seeded into the attacking cloud of his own Nanoshells before Translation—the alien starship tried to rotate and change location, hoping to throw off the focus of his beam weapons.

It didn’t move fast enough.

One quarter of the enemy battleship simply vanished in a total matter-to-energy conversion. The blast threw Obliteration sideways. Half its beam projectors shut down as energy feeds to three quarters of its surface vanished or dropped precipitously. Damn! The AM blast had been only a glancing blow. Maybe it was enough. Maybe … .

The plasma torps arrived.

Most were knocked out by short-range KKPs that were any starship’s last line of defense against solid projectiles. But enough got through. A ravening cloud of purple plasma gas ate away at the battleship’s interior, biting inward, seeking the central fusion bottle that provided primary power to the ship’s engines and battlegear. Suddenly, Obliteration lurched sideways.

Then it split in two.

Amazed, Matt watched as the northern half of the Obliteration blew explosive clamps and separated from the crippled southern half. He’d heard of such Dual ships, but they were a recent innovation he’d not expected in Sigma Puppis system. But here it was. And it looked as if the northern half-globe had maneuvering power and a fair offensive capability. Meanwhile, Matt’s second lightbeam barrage hit the southern half-globe, staggering it. Then his Nanoshells penetrated the drifting hulk, met the remaining energy nodes, overloaded them, and caused the hulk to blow apart. A spectacular plasma cloud flared with energies that lit up the electromagnetic spectrum.

Under that veiling explosion, Obliteration struck back.

“Matt! Damage to AM Pontoon One,” yelled Mata Hari in a shocked little girl voice, just as he felt the rip of torn tendons and bone in his right arm.

“Matt?” called Eliana from her couch, concern showing for his pain-grimace.

He couldn’t talk.

He just reacted.

Like a cyborg.

“Speed up! Get closer to them faster than they expect. They’ll lose beam focus momentarily.”

“Complying.” 

Mata Hari flared its deut-li fusion drive to near-overload as the ship added its antimatter overdrive to the thrust effort. They also rotated like a gymnast arcing over the high bar. Mercury vapor fumed out. Hull adaptive optics glittered like a thousand diamonds. The still functional AM Pontoon Two changed angle, aiming at the fleeing half-globe. 

Wait a minute. They were fleeing.

The counterattack had been mere camouflage, to hide the Halicene vector change as they swung away from Halcyon and across the ecliptic. The crippled ship was heading out-system, seeking the safety of Alcubierre Drive Translation beyond any nearby planet. Should he let them go?

Eliana sat up in the accel-couch as the clamshells opened, reaching for him, her relief plain to see. “Are we safe?”

“I hope so!” Matt reached out. Two human hands sought contact.

“Override!” yelled Mata Hari’s startled voice. 

Eliana squeaked as the accel-couch closed in on her. Inertial fields grabbed Matt.

The forward holosphere changed.

A black emblem took form in the holo, bearing the dreaded Anarchate symbol of the galaxy crossed by a lightning bolt. A bell-like tone sounded. Concurrent with the holo and bell-tone, there appeared on his Pit sidescreen the image of a Nova-class battleglobe that had arrived into the outer reaches of Sigma Puppis system. It was a colossal globe twice the size of Obliteration before its splitting, and Matt suspected its capabilities vastly exceeded those available to the Upsilon Carina shipyards of Halicene Conglomerate. Concurrent with the Nova’s appearance he felt its gravity wave impact as Translation finished. In the holosphere, an alien replaced the official emblem.

“Cease all hostilities immediately, or face annihilation by Anarchate Warship Excellent,” intoned the tachspeed mechanical voice of a large alien who resembled a sleepy-eyed rat with a long-tail whose carnivore teeth belied its somnolent aspect. It rested a three-fingered hand on a control table, clearly ready to signal a devastating attack on anyone who did not immediately heed its commands. 

“Matthewww?” asked Mata Hari, his symbiont’s voice tone wavering all across the tonal spectrum, from little-girl feminine to battle-hardened masculine. Weird. Another software glitch. 

He gulped. He had no wish to challenge the Anarchate—they had too long a memory, and humanity had no ability to fight the Anarchate. Anyway, Obliteration had stopped firing on him. “It’s over, partner.” With a shrug, Matt discontinued his own attack, causing any enroute munitions to explode or go inactive. The Anarchate expected instant obedience. He was not about to give them an excuse to believe any Halicene black propaganda about him.

The Anarchate alien—Matt’s onboard Intelligence CPU identified the commander as belonging to the species Spelidon—twitched long black whiskers. Its outstretched hand relaxed minutely. “Good. I see by your transponders you are the ships Obliteration and Mata Hari. Continue on your current courses and orbit the planet Halcyon at three planetary diameters. Hold position until my arrival. End transmission.”

Eliana’s accel-couch finally released its clamshell crash-arms. She cursed the couch, then looked to Matt. “Was that a tachyonic signal?”

“Of course,” Mata Hari said in a new, masculine voice, sounding a bit exasperated. “How else would we have no lightspeed transmission lag?”

Eliana grimaced, looking up at the ceiling. “Look, you stupid machine, I—”

“Patron—please!” And what the hell was it with his symbiont’s voice changes? He was getting worried by these software glitches and persona changes in his partner.

Eliana flushed, crossed her arms and glared around the Bridge, as if daring any automaton to approach her. “As you wish.”

In the Pit, his skin had reddened from overexposure to lightbeams, the cable itched the back of his neck, and he was aware in the back of his mind of Mata Hari’s hovering presence … but somehow a presence with a difference … Shrugging mentally, Matt considered his options. His solution to the infestation of Sigma Puppis system by the Halicene Conglomerate was not yet finished. They had to be driven out completely and without any further damage to Halcyon or Zeus Station. He had—at most—one hour before the Anarchate battleglobe Excellent arrived and took full control of the situation. What would it do, faced with competing power authorities among both the Derindl and the humans? Matt didn’t know, but he did know better than to leave life-or-death matters to fate. Blinking, he linked into Mata Hari but spoke aloud, for Eliana’s benefit.

“Partner, see if you can connect me with Autarch Dreedle at Tree Melisen. We must know her status.”

“Complying.” The mood of the ship’s hovering presence felt very formal and stiff, almost as if a new personality now moved in the AI.

Shit. Now he had to deal with a twitchy AI. At least his replacement minisats fed him elint data on the armed struggle for control of the Derindl planetary capital. Pit sidescreens also showed uplinked images. Smoke rose over one-third of Tree Melisen, but the levels of electronic and subatomic communications were returning to near-normal. Someone seemed back in control. But who? And did all of the Pure Breed Greek colonists at Olympus town agree with the power grab by Nikolaos, or was there opposition in the urbus? Had any Pure Breeds fought against the Pericles terrorists? And what was the fate of the crossbreeds? 

Matt wished he had a humint source inside Olympus itself, but time had been too short to suborn someone. He must rely on sensor feeds for most of his human colony data, though perhaps teacher Larissa could be reached. New images came online from Tharsis Plateau. They showed a Derindl armed corvette in Nullgrav Hover above the buildings of Olympus Colony. Interesting. Perhaps the Autarch stood ready to strike back at Nikolaos for his attempt to upset the power balance aboard Zeus Station. So much for sexual politics. 

“Matthew,” Mata Hari interrupted his musing, her normal feminine voice now returned with an apologetic-looking Mata Hari persona-image. “The Autarch Dreedle is on-line, but her signal is warbling and weak.”

“Good enough.” And thank the stars the real AI had returned, though he wondered again at the persona change. Could the masculine voice relate to the energy glow from the Restricted Rooms? A glow which had now returned to the normalcy of impenetrable to him and his Mata Hari partner. He sighed. “Eliana—would you join me in pickup range?”

“Yes!” She was up and out of her accel-couch faster than a hypersonic missile. Eliana squatted down beside the Pit, one hand touching lightly his bare shoulder. Her touch felt good.

Autarch Dreedle appeared in the forward holosphere. Her long hair was tied back, she still wore her combat harness, and the organized chaos of a temporary Combat Command post moved behind her. She looked tired, her face smoke-streaked, and red blood ran from one shoulder. When she spotted Eliana, suspicion flared in her eyes. “Mata Hari—Spyridon’s forces have been thrown back into the countryside. My troops are now hunting them down.” She showed many sharp teeth. “You were right about the instability of human allegiances. Are you going to kill Despot Nikolaos … or may I have the pleasure?”

Whoa. “Uh, Autarch, I understand your rage—”

“You do not!” she screamed, shaking visibly, then calming as icy determination filled her. “Nikolaos sold out to Legion. I care not what you humans do to each other, but when you league against the Derindl our entire society units against any aggressor!”

Eliana leaned forward tentatively. “My crossbreed cousins—are they still alive?”

Dreedle frowned at Eliana. “Do you think us uncivilized?” Her frown deepened. “We were a culture respected in the galaxy while you humans were still planet-bound! Of course the crossbreeds are safe—our people know the difference between scapegoats and those truly responsible. Like Nikolaos, Spyridon and Legion.” She sighed, looking very tired, then focused back on Matt. “A gift for you Vigilante, in return for the minisat intelligence and the orbital bombardment help from your ship. You recall the shipboard bioweapon unknowingly carried by your Patron?”

“Yes.” Beside him Eliana looked startled, then embarrassed that he’d revealed her shame to the Autarch. She hung her head, gaze downcast. But her hand stayed on his shoulder.

The Autarch watched Eliana with curious eyes. “A captured lieutenant of Spyridon informs us that was an attack by one Creon Theodopulous.” Eliana cried out with dismay. “Young Creon desired Eliana as his Trade wife. He was convinced by other forces to use her as an unwitting carrier for the weapon. Her departure to find you—without first seeing her brother—foiled their plans to kill Ioannis with the bioweapon.”

“Forces?” Matt recalled his puzzlement at the time. “What other forces?”

Dreedle’s expression soured. “My ex-amour Nikolaos. It seems he convinced Creon the bioweapon would kill only Eliana’s brother, leaving the way open for his marriage suit.”

Now he could see it coming. “And who convinced Nikolaos to suborn Creon?”

“Who else? Spyridon!” Fury flamed in the Autarch’s eyes. “The bioweapons they used against our Mother Tree show the same sophistication as the aerogel bioweapon that attacked you. Now do you understand why Nikolaos’ life is forfeit?”

Matt remembered Dreedle’s first question. He didn’t blame her, but he had other plans for the Greek. “Please leave Nikolaos to me. Any word from Zeus Station?”

Dreedle showed only scant interest. “They have been off Vidcast for the ten minutes. We cannot raise Despot Ioannis or our own Trade legates. Our satellites show they did not sustain structural damage. Eventually they will recontact us. And we have our own problems—earthquakes! Four Translation gravity pulses so close to Halcyon have unsettled our lands.”

Hmmm. Would the Autarch do more for him? “Dreedle, could you have your other corvette investigate the station? I am reluctant to leave the parking orbit ordered by the Anarchate battleglobe.”

For the first time, fear shone in the eyes of Autarch Dreedle. “Vigilante, I know we called for them to come, but what will they do? Will they destroy our planet?”

Eliana’s grip tightened on his shoulder. “Matthew?” she whispered, looking to him.

He patted her hand. “Autarch, it is unlikely. As you said—you called them. They will investigate first, so long as no one is stupid enough to attack them. Perhaps your planet will be the true winner in this contest.”

“Winner?” Dreedle barked harshly. “With a third of my capital in ruins? Our atmosphere polluted by transuranic fallout? Our Genetic Manufactory partly destroyed?”

Matt tensed, then relaxed as Eliana rubbed his neck. “The Stripper is dead. The Halicenes are blocked for the moment. Spyridon is on the run. You control the planet. There’s an old human saying—half a loaf of bread is better than no loaf.”

Dreedle grimaced, then waved her hand. “No more human idioms and conundrums, Vigilante. I have work to do. Good day.” Her image disappeared.

On the deck beside him, Eliana reached up, grasped his chin, and turned him so he faced her. “Matt—what will you do now?”

“Get rid of Obliteration.”

She gasped, pulling back as dismay filled her eyes. “What! I … I’m worried for you. For us. Can’t this fighting stop now?”

“Not until the Mican is destroyed.” In his deep mind, Matt made PET contact with Mata Hari, her hovering cloud presence a patient friend. She’d tended to ship repairs while he handled organic liaison. She must think him expert in that area, though he doubted his own nature, let alone his abilities. Enough. Time to work. “Mata Hari, are we able to go to Stealth mode?”

“Yes,” she said out loud. “But the Anarchate battleglobe will eventually detect our gravity wave emissions.”

“How long before they detect us?” he said. Beside him, a kneeling Eliana kept silent, folded hands in her lap, and looked depressed.

“Unknown,” said his symbiont. “My Library banks do not include any schematics or data on Anarchate Nova-class battleglobes.”

“Why not?”

“Because no one has yet defeated one.”

Great. Just great. “Will Obliteration detect us?”

“Unlikely. My orbiting Nanoshells report that the partial ship is severely crippled, but still under helm control. They could put up a good fight, but we can destroy them.” In his mind, the AI shared his feelings, his emotions, his thoughts. “Is that your wish?”

“No!” He calmed down. Maybe he was catching whatever it was that had affected Mata Hari’s language circuits.

Eliana looked newly hopeful. Had she guessed his plan? “Mata Hari, we want Excellent of the Anarchate to destroy them, not us,” Matt said. “Understand?”

“Yes.” His AI grew intensely interested. “What is your StratTac plan?”

“One moment. Estimate the time of arrival for Excellent.”

“Thirteen minutes, twelve seconds, 320 milliseconds, nine nanoseconds and—”

“Good enough,” he interrupted. “Begin an orbital drift toward Obliteration. Make sure it will put us directly between them and the likely station-keeping orbit of Excellent.”

“Complying.” 

Matt turned to Eliana, who fixed an emerald gaze on him, a look open and honest.

Her face appeared remarkably unravaged for having lived, like him, through the prospect of sudden death, unexpected betrayal, being used by Spyridon, and the disquieting silence of Zeus Station. She was still young, at least as far as memory time is counted. But what was she thinking? More importantly, what was Legion thinking and doing? Matt felt certain the Mican would not accept political defeat without further conflict. Could he move before Legion moved—whatever that move might be? 

Eliana smiled faintly. “Your thoughts, my dear Vigilante?”

“I am thinking you are too beautiful, too wonderful and too good to me … for you to betray me. And yet, I wonder if that is your final obligation. Is it?”

Her gaze wavered, wanting to deny his wild shot, but finally she looked down. She sighed deeply, with great sadness. “You’re wrong. I had hoped we could—”

“What? A Cyborg and a Crossbreed—what future is there for us? Your brother Ioannis demanded your return. What will your answer be?”

She looked up, her manner uncertain. “I don’t know. Now. For so many years I’ve sought out, bartered for, and schemed for a neonatal placental unit of my own. So I could have a child.” She blinked swiftly as tears flowed. “I was promised such by Ioannis if I was successful in finding a Vigilante who could save us from the Stripper. Spyridon was right—first generation crossbreeds are infertile with other Derindl, or with each other.”

“What about with a Pure Breed human? Or even a human cyborg?”

Eliana showed a wild look, hope warring with something else. “I … I’m not sure if—”

“What’s most important to you? Children, or someone who cares for you, who is totally devoted to you? Who loves you?”

“Matt!” she said, sounding terribly confused. “Oh Matt! Love … love is something I never hoped to—”

“Matthew,” interrupted Mata Hari in a calm voice. “We’re on station as close to Obliteration as is prudent. Your instructions?”

He turned away from Eliana, his heart tearing open, his inner self lacerated with his need, his desire and his fear. He’d learned long ago never to get close to any other human because of exactly what he now felt. And because of the betrayal he always expected. It was the one lesson that stayed the same—in the Anarchate universe everyone lied, everyone betrayed, and true faithfulness was reserved for dogs and software programs that didn’t know better. At least the Promise would never betray him—nor he it. Though he still hoped for a life with Eliana, she was clearly torn by family ties, even as she spoke with confusion. Steeling himself, Matt downloaded his plan into Mata Hari’s Tactical CPU, speaking it aloud also. It was time for his Patron to understand how well he’d learned his lessons.

“We are fully shielded from all-spectrum detection by Excellent?” he queried.

“Yes, but only on our Excellent-facing side, as you specified,” said Mata Hari. “The Nova has not yet deployed Nanoshell sensors between us and Legion’s Obliteration. But the Anarchate ship is very close. Matt, is this action prudent?”

“Yes!” He remembered the ancient Earth proverb—the enemy of my enemy is my ally. “Activate one HF laser cannon. Fire at the Halicene vessel in one second. After firing, go back to Stealth mode, quickly shift away from line-of-sight between Excellent and Obliteration, and do not resume normal spectrum identity until the Halicene ship is destroyed. Comply!”

“Complying.”

Beside him, Eliana kneeled stiffly on the deckplates, watching him closely and aware of the risk he took. She did not reach out and touch his shoulder like before, though it seemed she wanted to.

The Cyborg did his job.

To an outside observer, their ship would have wavered, then disappeared to nearly all subatomic and electromagnetic sensors. No one would detect their drive push sideways—at least, not until some Nanoware sensor picked up the drive byproducts. By then, it would all be over. So he hoped. But the capabilities of Nova-class battleglobes of the Anarchate were a mystery—the only thing anyone knew about them was that it was suicidal to challenge one, let alone shoot at it. A fact he was counting on … .

He tapped fingers on the chair pad, initiating the laser strike.

In space, things can happen very, very fast. Especially with lightspeed beam weapons.

Obliteration reacted almost instantly to their HF laser fire. Onboard, its Combat expert systems fired back at the place where his ship had been just milliseconds before. Only they weren’t there and the counterstrike had occurred too quickly for any Halicene organic to countermand it. The Halicene beam instead struck the Nova.

The Halicene xenon-fluoride excimer laser pulses ate into the black hull of the Anarchate battleship. The pulses hit with energy enough to melt through a meter thick wall of carbon steel.

Upon the touch of the excimer laser pulse, Excellent fired two black beams of neutron antimatter. They impacted dead center on Obliteration’s remaining half-globe.

Total matter-to-energy conversion is quick.

Very quick.

The expanding gas shell of his opponent flared all across the spectrum as energy crackled through charged gases. Solid projectile charges blew. Power plants glowed incandescent red. Minor nuclear explosions ballooned the expanding gases as torp warheads exploded in their former armories. 

But all was incandescent gas within a few seconds. A gas that enveloped them and should hide their next actions.

“Emerge from Stealth!” Matt ordered. “Power down immediately upon emergence!”

Taking the biggest gamble of his life, he waited to see if the Excellent’s fire control reactions were controlled by organic claws … or expert programs that might assume, rather than analyze.

The Nova held its fire even as it finished settling into a station-keeping orbit.

But his holosphere rippled, then snapped brightly as the Spelidon ship commander glared out at him. The formally dressed rat looked displeased. “Where did you go? And why are you maneuvering?”

“Your patience is appreciated, Commander. We detected the Halicene’s attempt to fire at you and only sought to obey your orders by not firing back. So we shifted position away from you.”

The Anarchate commander grated its canines. “I am unfamiliar with your ship transponder and its design. Feed me its parameters now!”

“Mata Hari, do as the commander says.” Beside Matt, Eliana trembled.

In his mind, he felt the AI hesitate, then comply. He could tell—even with a compressed speedburst transmission—that some of their capabilities were deleted from the schematics signal. What the hell? 

The Spelidon glanced aside briefly, then focused its black eyes on him, ignoring Eliana. “A curious ship and a curious design. The data appear incomplete. But I am being hailed by the Derindl planetary leader. The one who sent us a Class One Assist signal. Wait.”

Before the Anarchate commander could cut their connection, Matt spoke hurriedly. “A moment, please.” The Spelidon showed surprise at his impertinence. “We are in the employ of Autarch Dreedle. May we ride on her signal and your reply so that we may better understand our duties and obligations?”

The Spelidon snorted. “You have no duty other than to obey me! But your request is inconsequential. Abide and observe, but do not interrupt.”

Matt nodded, not caring whether the alien understood human body language.

Autarch Dreedle’s image appeared in the holosphere next to that of the Anarchate commander. “Commander, thank you for protecting our planet from Halicene Conglomerate.”

The Commander looked irritated. “That was not our purpose. Who interferes in your planetary affairs?”

Dreedle stood tall and formal in her Combat Command. “The ship you just destroyed. That of Prime Dominant Legion and the Halicene Conglomerate. They—”

Suddenly, an outside Vidcast signal interrupted Dreedle’s conversation with the Anarchate Commander. Who could it be? Eliana looked as surprised as he and Mata Hari felt.

A dark-shadowed griffin-tiger glowed in the holosphere. 

Legion!

Signal BackTrack showed it came from Zeus Station. Legion was alive! But how? And what was it doing on Zeus Station? Even as Matt wondered, his symbiont queried their instrumentalities. The Anarchate Commander did not care for the discourtesy.

“Intruder,” the Spelidon snarled, “we destroy beings for less—”

“Your Pardon, Commander,” Legion said in a smooth, calculating voice. “But everything you are being told by Autarch Dreedle is a lie. She is not the rightful ruler of her planet, her human allies have renounced her, and she is in contravention of a legally-binding contract for services. A Hearing is demanded.”

The Spelidon’s claw-hand stopped before finishing its downward movement. It now looked puzzled. “You represent the ship Obliteration that just attacked me?”

In the holo, Legion’s wings flapped hurriedly. “Yes, but that was without my—”

“Silence!”

Everyone shut up as the Spelidon rose from its desk, both arms held stiff against its furry side. Matt had never seen an Anarchate Commander act so furious. Of course, this was the first one he’d ever seen one. Most people went in the opposite direction when the Anarchate approached. The Spelidon spoke very formally.

“Record now my Hearing Decision! You, Autarch, demanded my presence. You, Prime Dominant Three called Legion demanded a Hearing.” The Spelidon blinked slowly. “The Halicene Conglomerate has attacked a ship of the Anarchate within Sigma Puppis B system. Their ship has been destroyed. Halicene Conglomerate is forever interdicted from further commercial business within the two-star gravity well of Sigma Puppis! All contracts are forfeit. All surviving personnel of Halicene Conglomerate are to hold themselves ready for questioning by my Investigator. The Hearing is finished.” It paused. “Does anyone object?”

Matt and Dreedle kept silent. Eliana breathed a sigh of relief. Legion looked ready to argue, but said only “I will hold myself and my Trade staff available for your inspection, Commander.”

The Spelidon sat down. “Autarch, tend to your planet. I will visit you after my inspection of the Halicene wreckage. And ship Mata Hari, hold station or you will be destroyed. You are a puzzle I will solve after visiting the Halicene and the Derindl. Someone will wish they had never called me away from base!” His image blanked out.

The images of Legion and Dreedle stayed on line, obviously receiving Mata Hari ’s carrier signal. Both tried to talk at the same time. Legion overrode the Autarch’s signal, forcing her to standby and listen. The Mican smiled a toothy, foul-looking smile.

“Vigilante, I underestimated you. But you also underestimated me! Look!”

Into the image marched the bruised and bleeding figure of Eliana’s Grandfather Petros, his arms bound. She cried out, reaching forward. Petros shrugged her way. Dreedle looked puzzled. 

Legion flared its wings expansively. “Do you know what this puny human being is?”

“He’s my Grandfather!” screamed Eliana, spitting at the holosphere image of Legion. The Mican acted indifferent to her and unfazed by the loss of its MotherShip. Why? 

“He is also,” purred Legion as the alien looked Eliana up and down the way an elephant inspects an insect, “your colony’s Genetic Primary Carrier! The future of you crossbreeds and the colony lies within my grip!” On-screen, a filthy brown wing laid itself over the Petros’ shoulders; the old man shuddered and tried to move away, but seemed held in place by a tractor beam. “I offer a Trade, Autarch Dreedle, Mistress Themistocles. Your brother’s station and the colony’s Genetic Primary Carrier … in exchange for Vigilante Dragoneaux. Do you accept?”

Coldness filled his heart. The heart, once, of a man who had dared to hope, dared even to love again. So … there would indeed be a high Price to pay after all. Not looking at stricken Eliana, Matt answered before anyone else. “Accepted, Legion. You realize of course I will enter Zeus Station fully armed?”

The Mican chirp-laughed. “I would expect no less. Let us see how good you are at finding us. Out!”

Matt shuddered.

Eliana cried out, beating at the deck plates. Autarch Dreedle spoke reassuringly. But all about Matt—in space, down planet, and within the station—something sought his life.

He would not give it up!  

Matt cut off Dreedle, turned away from tearful Eliana, ignored Mata Hari’s worried concern, and sought his Suit, which stood at the back of the Bridge.

Suit was his solace. Suit was his friend. Suit protected him from anarchic chaos. And Suit cared for him as no other cared. With it, Matt could destroy starships or space stations. He knew he could. But how useful was such power deep within a riot-torn Trade Station where, his nanoSensors told him, the forces of Despot Ioannis fought on in half the station, while Legion’s forces controlled the other half?

He would just have to find out.

Matt and Suit. Suit and Matt.

Together once again.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

Leaving starship Mata Hari behind where the Anarchate commander had ordered it to stay, Suit approached Zeus Station in the clear, unstealthed, so that Legion and Ioannis could see Matt coming. He wanted that. But just before station entry, he would emit an EMF pulse to disrupt local monitoring devices. He did not want the Mican to know exactly where he was. Seconds before station contact, he reached for ecstasy.

Matt ordered Combat Alert. And once more, gestalt perception enveloped him.

This time, he gloried in it.

Faceplate’s Eyes-Up display showed three different graphic displays in the left, middle and right quadrants. At chin level, a virtual reality graphic rotated a holo image of the station cylinder itself, showing power sources, entry ports, Docked-in starships, and outgasing from violent interior combat. Matt looked up slightly. The middle quadrant showed the station’s inner levels, as uplinked from one of his advance Nanoshell Remotes. He’d shot off scores of them, each one programmed to Seek and Find the sweat-signature of Petros, Ioannis or Legion, or all three. 

While he did not trust Ioannis, Legion was his first concern. The sparkle he’d seen earlier must have been the Mican leaving his ship as Mata Hari rounded Halcyon, to prepare a fallback position on Zeus Station, where he now held the colony’s Genetic Primary as the ultimate bargaining chip. Despite his warnings to Ioannis to move Petros to the planet’s surface. Such a prime reservoir of all the DNA encodings and variations of the Greek humans would be worth billions of barter trade credits to a genome harvester or DNA clone master. Perhaps enough barter credit to insulate Legion from the irritation of its bosses at Upsilon Carina. Perhaps not … .

The thought of Legion being in trouble with Halicene Conglomerate almost made him ignore the warning signal from his onboard Tactical CPU. Buzzing harshly and throwing up images against his contact lenses, it warned Matt that his Nanoshells were being attacked by Legion’s own CounterShells. The Mican certainly had resources to spare. 

Feeding back his real-time observations to Mata Hari, he asked for the last help he could expect from his ship. “Mata Hari, any sign that the Anarchate Commander has left his ship for the downplanet visit with Autarch Dreedle?”

“No,” said a new male-sounding voice. “The Anarchate sets its own schedule. My analysis of your sensor feeds indicates that the battle between Ioannis and the Mican’s forces rages on the far side of your position. Will you enter here?”

“Yes. And Mata Hari —please take all actions necessary to protect my Patron, while also complying with the orders of the Anarchate commander. I hope to be finished here before the Spelidon returns from the planet. Understood?” 

“Understood,” said the gritty-sounding male voice. 

Where the hell was the AI’s Mata Hari persona? It was a persona the ship AI had chosen seven years ago, to his amusement and her growing interest. Now, as had happened several times recently, the AI had switched both persona and gender. Why? Was it due to battle damage, or some strange influence from the Restricted Rooms? He would definitely have to run a full Systems Diagnostic on his symbiont’s persona software when this was all over—he much preferred the old Mata Hari persona to this dour battle-warrior persona. 

“Punching through now,” he broadcast to his ship partner. The ship downlink to him vanished in the contesting currents of outgassed plasma, debris, and combat com-chatter.

A preplanned EMF pulse blossomed invisibly from a white noise Nanoshell.

With a thought Matt’s backpack ka-chunked and spat out a thermite-tipped rocket. It dove straight into the metal hull of Zeus Station. A spot not far from where a taxi tubeway passed close by the station’s outer hull, according to his earlier inertial mapping of transport tubes. Yellow light flared violently. 

His submunition carriers led the way, filling the space between him and the thermite blast. They were Fire-and-Forget Remotes, each an independent Threat-seeking vehicle with a powerful CPU capable of fine discrimination and independent judgment. They would take care of any freefloating or powered Nanoshells, limpet mines, Hunter-Killer Remotes or anything else that happened to be in his vicinity when he entered the station. Once inside, only quick movement would prevent Legion from concentrating all of its resources on his and Suit’s position. Matt smiled, relishing the challenge. 

Suit dove through the glowing, red-rimmed hole at thirty klicks an hour. A slow speed, but fast enough to dodge any seed-lasers missed by his submunition Remotes. .

Matt double-checked his weapons systems.

On both shoulders the laser pulse-cannons whirred, seeking Target Lock-On. Each bicep vibrated as HEDS shells cycled into miniature rocket-guns. His left gauntlet tingled as fingertip lasers tuned up for aluminum, steel, gold, chitin and flesh-punch. His right gauntlet touched the Magnum lasergun embedded in his thigh holster. On his chest, the pulse-Doppler radar whined on. Millimeter-wavelength radar pulses ranged out over the darkened, smoke-filled tubeway he’d just entered. Hard against his spine, the rocket backpack autocycled, ready to unleash Local Decimation or Generic Lifeform Extinction. The waistband VX nerve gas dispensers trembled eagerly, speaking to him—“Now? Can we go now?” It continued at the speed of light. Pressors. Tractors. Ultrasonic vibers. Backup MHD power units. Nullgrav boots. “We are ready!” they all screamed.

Like a woman screams. High, shrill and with surprising strength.

Matt told them to shut up. Blinking, he ordered flexarmor inserts to engage at strategic points of Suit. Thought-imaging to his online Tactical CPU, he ordered Suit’s gas spectrometer to sample for air contaminants, while an onboard analyzer scanned the samples for airborne viruses or biospores. It did all that and more. Suit’s skin danced eerily with adaptive optics reflections, while it fed holo decoy images of him to the right, left and rear. The decoys were not very good, but they would make an organic hesitate. And a second of hesitation is a lifetime to an onboard Tactical CPU.

With eyes attuned to the UV, IR and yellow light spectrums, he grunted as the Nullgrav plates in his boots kicked him down the twisty, curving tubeway. Nothing touched him, not even stray wisps of vaporized Nanoshells or smoke not yet exhausted by the ducts. The dust and haze were pushed aside by an all-surround pressor field emitted from his helmet. Matt blinked and focused on the holo-feed from his inertial-sensor. On faceplate’s middle quadrant, a worm’s nest view of the Station, its tubeways, and various places he could go now took shape. 

On a hunch, he blinked and ordered Suit to take a randomized path to the deserted tubeway dock where first he’d met Legion. It was as good a place as any to start. Suit rotated on its gyroscope, fired rearward at an approaching sensor-bed Remote with his left shoulder laser, then plunged through the tubeway wall—thanks to a new hole cut by his right shoulder laser cannon. Startled aliens hiding under tables watched him fly by overhead, then disappear into a main hallway.

Smoke filled this section of the station. 

His faceplate displays changed to infrared and heatmapping while his pulse-Doppler radar painted the enclosure, outlining in sharp microwave detail everything that sighted people could not see. 

No Threats, but there was sparking from disrupted power cables. And the bodies of both humans and aliens floated in weightlessness. The independent gravplates for this section had been destroyed by the fighting. Turning sharply, Suit swung him up to the ceiling, then through a ventilator grille that disintegrated to the touch of fingertip lasers, and into a wide ductwork tunnel. On Matt’s faceplate, a small red dot moved closer to the Mican dock. 

Reacting to the unnatural stillness about him, he stretched out his left hand, ready to play each fingertip laser against a different Target. Should one appear. Matt grabbed his Magnum lasergun from its holster and searched for a short-range target. In his backpack, a napalm rocket stood in queue, ready for launch. On both hips, his backup magnetohydrodynamic generators fed surge-power to his laser pulse-cannons. Each bicep ka-chunked as HEDS shells launched out of the rocket gun tubes, preceding him, moving on Fire-and-Forget tracks in Loiter-Mode … ready to kill. But where was the Mican? And why hadn’t he seen any active fighting?

The ductwork ahead blew up.

Suit strengthened the pressor field and deflected incoming shrapnel, as it also moved sideways through a wall. The wall tore like paper. An incoming vid signal wavered in one corner of his faceplate. Legion! 

“Welcome, Vigilante. I await our rendezvous. In the meantime, don’t get hurt!” The alien laughed insanely, chirpy voice rising in frequency until Suit shut it off.

The Mican knew where he was. What could Matt do to better the odds?

He smiled, feeling fierce. Legion was at an unknown location, yet to be found by his sweat-searching nanoSensors. But he hungered to fight some Halicenes. Any Halicene would do. Hmmm. What better way to irritate Legion than to give the forces of Ioannis a helping hand? And maybe it would bring the Halicene chieftain to him.

Blinking, Matt reset Target vectors to sidestep the dock and head for the most active area of fighting. There he would find Ioannis. Suit moved to his will.

They rounded a hallway corner. Proximity alarms shrilled loudly in his helmet. They’d entered a cavernous room which flared with coherent laser beams like a free-fire zone.

Suit thumped instantly to Options status, then to multiple Lock-Ons. Matt fired back, twisting in mid-air like a freefall ballet dancer, his fingertip lasers unleashing a rainbow of many-colored beams. The Magnum lasergun jumped in his right hand. Bicep rocket guns thumped out scores of HEDS shells. Laser pulse-cannons burned like green tiger-eyes as they impaled Targets right and left. Targets were not a problem. Determining who was a Halicene confederate and who wasn’t made for a bit of a problem, although for now Suit and he fired at anyone who showed aggression toward Suit.

A VR holo of the combat zone filled the middle quadrant of his faceplate. 

It was a warehouse district of blocky buildings, power cables, and transmission towers, half-gutted by fires and explosions. On the ceiling, he now saw, partisans of Ioannis fired down into the warehouses, aiming at moving clusters of laser-firing Remotes and strange-looking aliens who either advanced, withdrew or took cover. Suit emitted an IFF signal to the Ioannis humans, while his leg tractor fields ripped off a nearby sheet metal roof. Placed before Suit, it stopped incoming solid projectiles quite nicely. Moving out, Matt dropped it on a squad of alien squid-beings. They died messily. 

Napalm flame guttered all around him as his backpack spit out more liquid incineration, fit a new warhead to a rocket body, fired again, and repeated. Faster than he could have thought the order. Matt thought quickly enough to order a Hold on any more rocket firings—the backpack carried only twenty missiles, and half were already gone.

Adrenaline overwhelmed him. Interface feeds flooded him with status reports, Targets found and Decimated, Lock-Ons, Active rangings, reports from his Intelligence and Tactical CPUs, uplink feeds from his brain’s databyte nanocubes, weird radar images of building interiors, heat maps that flowed and ebbed like something alive, the gruesome yowls from his waistband nerve gas dispensers as—at last—they escaped his custody to seek out Target organics, and more. So much more.

This was what a true cyborg could do!

In that inattentive moment Matt took an HF laser hit on his left hip. He rotated and changed course in time, forestalling punch-through. He thanked instinct and he thanked Suit’s sapphire beads and adaptive optics skin. “You’re welcome,” they squealed back at him like little electron bees. Backtracking the beam track, he fired both pulse-cannons, destroying the combat-suited alien. It fell down the pop-up floor hatch through which it had appeared. 

Somewhere deep inside him, something told him these were living beings he now killed by the half-dozen, their hand weapons badly outclassed by Suit. Beings who bled, screamed and felt fear. Perhaps later, he would regret the carnage. But now, survival was uppermost. You do not get picky about combat etiquette when a single lucky shot can hole even the best combat armor. But already it was coming to an end. The troops of Ioannis advanced behind a shield of hoverRemotes, their heavy laser cannons laying down an incinerating barrage that swept all before them. Good! Maybe Legion would now come to Matt.

Suit’s comlink crackled to a signal, reportedly from Ioannis. He blinked, throwing it onto his left faceplate, and ordered his reply stepped-down to human normal. Cyborg he was, cyborg he would stay—until Legion was dead. Matt dropped through a hole blasted in the floor by one of his laser cannons. Ioannis’ miniature image looked shocked, worried and smoke-blackened. 

“Vigilante—is that you?”

“It’s certainly not Athena Parthenos. Speak quickly, I’m busy.”

Ioannis grinned lopsidedly. “Thanks for the help. We’re driving them back in most areas except Bonded Warehouse Districts Five, Seven, Twelve and Thirteen, and a drydock repair facility directly below it. Can you help further?”

“Yes.” A virtual reality graphic highlighted the areas Ioannis had named; they weren’t far away. “I’ll make a fast penetration there within two minutes. Your troops should follow, prepared to take advantage of my blitzkrieg impact.”

“Blitzkrieg?” Ioannis asked, looking puzzled. “No matter. We’ll follow.”

“Have you seen Grandfather Petros?”

“No!” Fury darkened Ioannis’ face. “I didn’t find out about his capture until your battle with the Halicene globeship. No one but me knew he was the colony’s Genetic Primary. But Legion arrived in a shuttle, attacked us and captured him in the confusion. I haven’t seen him or the Mican since.”

“Acknowledged. Out.” The relayed Vidcast blanked out. Matt shook off the step-down effect of organic communication.

A massive steel wall loomed before him like a granite cliff. Faceplate showed the wall separated him from the warehouse area named by Ioannis. At high speed, he dove for it. With a thought and a blink he fired both shoulder pulse-cannons, cutting a large hole. His backpack then launched a couple of three-kiloton nukes through the hole. 

“Counting down,” murmured Suit’s Timer voice, sounding much like Eliana. “Time to blast: two seconds. One—”

Faceplate blackened. Matt folded up in Suit, an armored ball that now hurtled through the hole in the steel wall. Suit’s shielding would protect him from the nuclear blasts.

“Two.”

Double minisuns flared like high noon.

Just a thousand meters ahead.

Matt hardly felt the blast pressure. Nor did the heat-pulse hurt him. What they did to the cavern enclosure was something else.

The minisuns completely blinded the waiting forces of Legion, destroyed six warehouses, scrambled all tactical communications, and gave him the advantage of shocked surprise. 

Faceplate clearing, Matt sailed into the radioactives-dusted warehouse district, his rear-looking butt radar telling him that Ioannis and his Greek forces followed, cannon floaters out front. Matt went back to gestalt perception.

Suit was him. He was Suit. Together, they were … 

A horror.

Three aliens wearing Gorgen-model combat suits appeared suddenly on the far horizon of his Defense Zone, each painting him with radar despite the crackling disruption of the remaining EMF pulse from the atomics. Targets! Suit hungered. He hungered. The little voices of Suit hungered.

Suit’s onboard Defense algorithms hunted through Options, rejected thousands, and threw Matt down toward the roofs of the warehouse district. From all sides, coherent light blasts flared as ground combatants fired at each other. But the combat-suited ones focused just on each other. Only another suit was a worthy foe. His submunition carrier Remotes followed him down like a flock of friendly hawks—about to gut three pigeons. 

The aliens fired first.

In mid-space, Suit’s laser beams slashed back at incoming hypervelocity HEDS shells. Helmet’s pressor beam narrowed focus to deflect a kiloton atomic, tossing it back at his attackers where it Safetied without exploding. Suit’s sapphire-coated skin flexed, warped and reflected incoming HF and CO2 laser beams as he rotated, twisted and dove behind the momentary shield of building walls. Behind him, walls exploded from blast-pressure overload as shells, laser cannons or tractor beams clawed after the Vigilante known as Matt Dragoneaux. Flying now on his back, he flared his left gauntlet, fingertip lasers taking out a flock of Hunter-Killer Nanoshell Remotes. They’d been fired by two of the aliens—just as his Magnum lasergun fired in the opposite direction, defeating an ugly-looking Remote that mounted a heavy proton beamer.

Matt played with them.

Like a cat plays with a mouse.

He enjoyed it.

He blinked.

Waistband nerve gas dispensers ejected shells to clear unsuited opponents from his local area. From helmet to boots Suit flared—for a few precious moments—with a high-gauss electromagnetic field. A field strong enough to deflect any incoming charged-particle beam weapons. Setting his boots on Colossus Mode, Matt stood up suddenly, stance frozen at ten meters above ground level. Invisible tractor beams shot down and Locked-On to metal deckplates, buttressing him. Then, from his helmet, multiple pressor beams reached out and uprooted whole warehouse blocks. Like a child’s game of pick-up-sticks, he tossed the warehouse blocks at the three aliens. The debris barrage blocked a new offensive wave of shells, beams and fields. His backpack ka-chunked. Once. Twice. Thrice. Four times.

A napalm warhead rocketed out at his enemies.

A tremendous fireball blossomed halfway between him and them. Then, through the flaming ball, sped three armor-piercing Plasma Shells. One for each opponent. Only antimatter is more destructive than plasma.

Purple light flared three times.

“Ka-booommm!”

The expanding napalm ball was pushed aside by three more violent explosions as the plasma shells enveloped alien powerplants, fried them, set off onboard munitions and carried minute fragments of flesh and gristle into all parts of the warehouse district.

It was over.

At least, any serious opposition from those forces of Legion who commanded Suits similar to his was over. Idly, Matt fired fingertip lasers at two spacesuited aliens trying to retreat from the incredible flares of atomics, napalm and plasma. Over the comlink sounded a cheer—from human throats. He ordered comlink signal step-up.

“Well-done!” Ioannis yelled over the comlink, as Suit confirmed the mop-up combat maneuvering of the Greek’s own forces. “Will you—”

“Alert!” Suit intoned, displaying a holo overlay showing two new Threat signals. Scrolling datastreams ID’d them as downlinks from his forward-searching NanoSensors, the ones programmed to detect Legion. They had picked up the unique sweat-odor-pheromone air trails of Legion and also Grandfather Petros. Yes! 

“Ioannis—consolidate!” he yelled back as the Greek approached in an armored combat floater. “Legion is now my Target!”

Suit launched forward on the air trail, twisting and weaving to avoid solid projectile shots from not-yet-dead Mican allies. It easily deflected back the few laser beams that made brief contact. Matt did not fire. He was low on reloads for most systems and the battle was not over until Legion was dead!

He dove into a low-roofed cargo transitway, Suit sensors alive to concealed limpet mines or EMF-activated explosives, anything that the Mican might have seeded in its hasty retreat. The odor trail turned left, grew stronger, passed through an airlock into the drydock area below the warehouses, then wafted toward a small freighter. The freighter’s engine compartment had been undergoing a refit. Holes gaped where hullplates or sensor pods had been removed to allow interior access. On his faceplate, the heatmap showed a cold powerplant. But minor traces of plasma-driven power units suggested a combat-suited someone had passed this way. 

The Mican? 

Matt dodged a hypervelocity HEDS shell that erupted suddenly from one of the hull-tears. His left shoulder pulse-cannon flipped over and incinerated it. Before he could fire again, faceplate showed the attacker had gone on Stealth-mode and disappeared into another part of the ship hull. BackTrack analysis of the HEDS shell debris showed Halicene manufacture. Legion! 

Matt floated just outside the freighter hulk, feeling uncertain.

If it were just the Mican, he’d have long ago tossed a plasma shell into the hulk and vaporized his problem. But Petros and the future of all Sigma Puppis humans was held hostage in there. Whatever his feelings about the greedy, patriarchal Greeks, he would never let any alien escape with sufficient human DNA data to force-grow human cloneslaves. Never that! 

Dodging here and there, using intervening drydock buildings and machinery for cover, Matt entered the freighter hulk at its nose. He found only darkness.

His IR and UV senses flickered on, painting a heat map of the interior that augmented his millimeter microwave radar image. He could have chosen echo-sounding and sonograms if he wished or were under water, but these two sufficed. He moved rearward, knowing he did what the Mican wanted. But the Mican, like himself, would not set off a plasma charge under his feet. This had become too personal for both of them.

On his faceplate, an incoming Vidcast flickered.

“For a monkey primate,” Legion snarled, “you have some minor talents.” 

Near Legion, the bound figure of Petros lay next to the clawed feet of the Mican. Petros seemed dazed, perhaps drugged, certainly not himself as Matt remembered him from Eliana’s first call to her grandfather. But for an old man with a gag over his mouth, he seemed to have held up to the Mican’s abuse. 

“Legion, let the Greek go. You know only one of us will win. If you do, you can always reclaim him.”

“No.” Legion’s needle-tipped tail lifted sharply. “It amuses me to torture him. And to use him as bait for you. Advance, Vigilante—you will not be harmed … until we are in direct line-of-sight of each other.” The image blinked out.

He cursed. The Mican was undoubtedly lying, but how much? 

Moving for the freighter’s outer hull, Matt read off the Vidcast BackTrack from his onboard EMF expert system. It confirmed as suspected that the Mican had used microwave bounce-signaling, from microwave rebroadcasters seeded into scores of ship nooks and crannies. The signal origin was untraceable. Fine. He blew out the freighter’s hullplates and emerged into the open air just outside.

If the Mican expected him to follow after it through booby-trapped hallways, he would disappoint it.

Nullgrav plates shot him forward.

Airspeed climbed.

He approached supersonic, though he had but three hundred meters to cover. The freighter’s stern loomed suddenly. Matt dove in through a hullplate hole, twisted, changed angle, and dove again. Toward where the ship’s powerplant had been emplaced, but was now removed. It was the only big space in a ship like this—other than cargoholds—and he preferred a lot of space between him and the Mican.

Matt flew through ship hallways in total darkness, the cave-like blackness illuminated only here and there by random UV and IR emissions. Then, his microwave pulses showed a large opening up ahead. The engine room! Preceded by Nanoshell sensor Remotes and submunition carriers, he entered.

A shadow moved.

Three hundred megawatts of hydrogen-fluorinelaser struck him square in the chest. The Mican’s combat exoskeleton had found him!

His chest radar pack burned off before Suit could rotate and reflect back the beam. Healing the blast-scorch as he dodged sideways, Suit fired back at the beam source, just missing the Mican when it dove behind a large metal housing. From there came Petros’ hoarse scream. Damn! 

Flaring his fingertip lasers in the general direction of the Mican, forcing it to stay under cover, Matt dove up toward the ceiling, a Plan in mind.

Halfway there, four angle-turning HEDS shells erupted from the Mican’s hideaway and rushed at him. Laser pulses fired by his submunition carriers took them out. One carrier burned up as the Mican used its HF laser cannon against it, then dropped down out of direct sight. In the gloom, his cloud of Nanoshells hunted for the alien, hungry to taste its sweat-odor. But each one suffered vaporization or pressor beam deflection when it got too close. Then again, there were hundreds of them. They distracted the alien’s onboard Tactical CPU, and maybe its Defense algorithm. His biceps vibrated and shot back a half-dozen HEDS shells of his own. Matt hoped no shrapnel hit Petros. Unfortunately the Greek limited his own Strike Options and the Mican knew this full well.

Finally, Matt reached the ceiling. 

Rotating, with head down and feet braced against the engine room ceiling, he ordered Colossus Mode to legs and boots. They clamped tight to the ceiling. 

He blinked. He thought.

Helmet pressor beams grabbed the obstructing engine mount that sheltered Legion. Like a bull, Matt swung his thick-muscled neck. Servos whined. The engine mount ripped clear of the deckplates.

Legion stood revealed.

Just meters from Petros. 

Fast as thought, he impelled the tons-heavy engine mount at the Mican, but clear of Petros. It crushed the Mican against the rear wall.

Griffin-tiger screamed.

It was an unearthly scream that echoed off the walls of the dark engine room. Yellow light flared as Suit emitted magnesium flares. Three million candlepower illuminated every nook, cranny and corner of the cavernous room. In its light, he sought out Legion.

Only a dirty, brown-feathered head stuck out beyond the crushing weight of the massive engine mount. Even now the feathers jumped like something alive as his Nanoshells and nanoborers entered the Mican, penetrated its body systems, disrupted any hard-wired Command and Control connections to the remains of its combat suit, filled its body with penetrator viruses, and set off miniature thermite explosions throughout his enemy’s organic shell.

Matt watched.

Little bits and pieces of flesh and feather scattered in all directions, much like a wooden housedome under attack by millions of termites.

The alien’s mouth opened. Chalk-white canines showed. Dark green blood trailed out. The Halicene still thought, still hated as three purple eyes glared at him. His foe still lived—for a few moments longer.

As did Grandfather Petros.

Powering down, Matt lowered on Nullgrav and stopped next to rope-bound Petros, watching carefully the death throes of the Mican. Then he turned to Eliana’s grandfather Petros.

Reaching out with his left hand, Matt patted the man reassuringly. The Greek lay just meters away from Legion, who lay to Matt’s left. The man’s eyes bulged with fear and loathing as he looked over at the Halicene Prime Dominant Three. The gag on his mouth prevented Eliana’s grandfather from talking. Holding Petros still with his left hand, Matt’s right-hand gauntlet-knife sliced the gag free. As the gauntlet swung outward, Petros spoke with a slur, like he was drugged.

“Trap! It’s a trap Vigilante! He—”

“Revenge!” squealed Legion. 

A laser burned ruby-red in Legion’s throat. It reached out and struck Matt’s left hand. Where he still touched Petros’ bare shoulder. 

Fast as lightspeed his gauntlet vaporized as the tightly focused beam cut ablative coatings and through the glove’s metallic fiber, exposing his hand. Exposing bare skin!

Contact, skin to skin, occurred. Human touched human. And between bleeding hand and Petros’ bleeding shoulder, blood flowed. 

“Revenggge,” Legion said in a deathly groan. “Slow virus! Now you have it! And you will live with pain for a long, long timmmmeee … .”

Legion finished dying.

Matt lifted up his left hand. Already it gleamed silvery-grey as Suit hurriedly built up a monomolecular armor film around his fingers. Already his nanoDocs repaired the burned tissue and torn ligaments. Too late. Far too late. If what Legion had said had any truth to it. If the Halicene had coated Petros’ skin with a slow virus tailored just for humans. But maybe his onboard nanoDocs were already searching out the invader virus, already filtering it from his blood flow, already healing him from an illness thought up by an alien griffin-bird who hated all bipeds, who called Matt a monkey primate. An alien who had vowed to hurt him bad, during their first encounter. A deadly alien who had once controlled the Sigma Puppis double-star system … . 

Petros groaned with pain from the small shoulder wound left by Legion’s laser, shook his head and eyed Matt blearily. “It’s on my skin. He painted it with something. Don’t know what. But you killed him. You are victorious!”

This was victory?

Matt tasted sour bile in his mouth. Somehow, in some way, Legion had struck the last blow.

Well, at least he still lived. The Cyborg human lived.

That fact—that he was not already dead—told him that whatever virus had bled into his skin was not immediately fatal. No nerve poisons. No heart blockers. No neuron disrupters. No, this was something else. A slow virus the alien had said. Maybe Eliana would know what that meant.

“Matthew?” called Mata Hari over his Alert comlink as the battle elsewhere in the station faded enough for his partner’s comlink to contact him. “Are you all right? Can I help?” The empathetic feminine Mata Hari persona was back, hopefully for good.

“Maybe. Ask Eliana to research slow viruses,” he replied, fighting the sense of hopelessness that had welled up inside him with the news from Petros.  Well, at least communications had been restored, despite the atomics, the fighting, and the deaths. And perhaps his onboard nanoDocs could find and extinguish the viral chains of the slow virus. He didn’t know. And the unknown frightened him. Shuddering away the What If? regrets for his decision to comfort Petros, to act human to another human, Matt ordered Suit to encase Petros in an emergency vacsuit Bubble.

The Greek would die too, eventually, of whatever had infected Matt. But Petros had lived a long time. And the pea-sized molecular Library of Greek genetic DNA that made Petros the Genetic Primary Carrier would be safe, protected by an impenetrable shell of neutronium. Only the extra weight the neutronium gave to the organic carrying the Primary could give away the Carrier. Legion must have known this. Somehow, whether through spies, torture or good luck, the alien had picked the one human that Matt must spare in any fight. All to force him into close-up combat with Legion.

Turning, he towed Petros behind him as he made for Zeus Station’s outer hull and the safety of a Combat Remote that Mata Hari now dispatched—she’d taken a speedburst uplink of all that had happened. 

Outside the station he met Mata Hari ’s Remote. He pulled himself and Petros inside, then waited as the Remote headed for the part of the ship that contained the Biolab and its genetic analysis and gene-splicing machines. He hoped fervently they could analyze his viral infestation and cure it.

Whatever it was that infested him.

His mind kept returning to Legion’s threat long ago, a threat to seed him with the human disease myasthenia gravis. Matt did not wish to spend scores of years as a living mind, trapped in a body whose myelin nerve sheaths had been destroyed, unable to communicate, unable to move, unable to feed himself or bathe. And incapable of making love!

Incapable of doing anything, by his own choice, that made life meaningful.

Was this to be the Mican’s curse?


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

Aboard Mata Hari, in Biolab and safely secured behind the transparent armorglass of a Decontam Chamber, Matt felt numb all over. Numb as he watched a heartsick Eliana turn first to her Grandfather Petros in his own isolation chamber, where he slumped unconscious as nanoDocs healed his shoulder wound, then back to Matt. Her pale face was puffy-eyed and her long hair stuck to her tears, even though she now wore the white dress of a genetics researcher. A researcher who had researched slow viruses—and it appeared that bad news awaited him.

Standing naked before her, Matt felt no desire, no hope, almost nothing toward dear Eliana. She was just a woman in a white lab-coat. Someone who could be a genesplice researcher in any lab. The other woman he had fallen in love with had been a dream, just a dream. A wonderful dream, a hint of a future possibility that would lie forever beyond his grasp. 

Standing alone within the Decontam Chamber, able to see Eliana but not touch or hold her, Matt laughed at himself. What did he have now to show for all the pain and suffering, other than a slow, very slow death? At least the Promise stood fulfilled—a small solace that. Somewhere, in some distant paradise where the good people went, the spirit of his dead Helen might know he’d kept faith. That he had tried to bring Justice to an uncaring universe. But not here. The Anarchate certainly wasn’t the proper place for goodness. Nor for justice. Least of all, for fairness.

“Matthew? Please talk to me.”

“What for?”

She bit her lip. “I love you. No matter what has happened to you, I love you, care for you, need you, want you, and—”

“Will you still want me when I lose all body control?” he said acidly. “Will you still want me beside you at night, when I become a true cyborg, able to move only due to some bioelectronic implant? Will you—”

“Matt! Stop talking nightmares! I am good at what I do. This ship’s Biolab is better than anything I ever saw. Together, your … Mata Hari and I, we will cure you! We will decipher the nature of this slow virus and exterminate it!” she said, her tone lacking the hope implied by her words.

Unable to watch the woman he loved, Matt looked around the Biolab. He hadn’t been here in a long time, though it was a place where Eliana should feel at home. Strange devices crowded the walls, floor and ceiling, like the dream of some mad scientist in an ancient vidpic. Something undreamt of by Paladin or The Lone Ranger.

They were surrounded by bioengineering consoles, tanks of L-broth, atomic force microscopes, Kamakura gene sequencers, high-speed centrifuges, PCR vats, white frost-covered Gene Banks, and gene transplant remote manipulators. Like spider legs the manipulators hung from the ceiling, or crouched within BioHazard areas that were self-contained pressor-fields encompassing optical matter workrooms. Little transparent boxes littered the cavernous Biolab, each one dedicated to something eco-deadly. And miraculous. These devices were the tools of Eliana’s trade as a molecular geneticist, and the familiar parts of Mata Hari ’s Biolab. Other things lurked in the corners, hung from the ceiling, or surged out of the flexmetal floor like frost-heaved soil lumps. T’Chak devices. Transgenic modulators. Immune system regulators. Clone vats. Virus vector chambers. Other things for which Matt had no name and for which only Mata Hari knew the purpose.

Lightbeams caressed his skin. Optical neurolinking could not be escaped, not even inside an isolation chamber. The group identity of <he>:<she>:<ship> still coexisted with him, within him. He sighed and called out to his symbiont. “How bad is it, Mata Hari?”

Eliana turned his way, hope flaring as she saw him reach out to something. Even if it was a computer. “Can she help you, Matthew?” Eliana said. “Can you … Mata Hari?” his Patron asked, for the first time addressing the AI with respect. Like a person.

In his mind, over the PET relays, he felt his partner hesitate. “Matthew, it is very bad. Look.”  A holosphere took form between him and Eliana. In red and yellow light it displayed a Gordian Knot nightmare image—the retrovirus that had infected him. “Your body is sick. The symptoms are tiredness and weakness, overlaid by connective tissue swelling and an autoimmune inflammation of your joints. It looks like mononucleosis combined with chronic fatigue syndrome. Those we can treat and even reverse. But the real damage is at your immune system level—and the neuron level.” His symbiont paused as Eliana bit her knuckles, her forced calm barely holding. “Your biochemistry pathology is terrible. You show elevated levels for your macrophages, T-cells, white blood cells and lymphokines, even with the nanoDocs chasing the byproducts of the slow virus. Succinctly, you have one hell of a systemic infection. But more serious is the damage done to your stem cells.”

“How bad!” Matt insisted.

On the other side of the holosphere Eliana swayed, like she was dizzy, but she had now jammed both hands in her lab coat pockets. Why? She met his eyes. They showed fear. “It’s what I feared from my research, and it’s bad, Matthew.” She straightened her posture, as if bracing herself. “Explain it to him, Mata Hari.”

His partner did that, changing the holo-image as she described each factor. “Matt, Legion’s slow virus is a Mimic,” Vigilante said. “It invades any cell—organ, bone, neuron—by replicating its antigen covering. Then it sneaks in and takes over the cellular machinery of ribosomes, endoplasmic reticulum, nucleolus, Golgi apparatus, mitochondrions, even the chloroplasts. Everything. Using transfer RNA encoded on a retroviral ‘truck’ in a twenty-one codon group, Legion’s virus has reprogrammed millions of your body’s cells to make copies of itself.” Shit. He knew enough biotech to understand this was bad, bad news. The AI continued. “But metastatic growth is not its objective. It’s too complex for that.”

“Complex?” Eliana interrupted, hands still in her pockets. Now she looked intensely at the holosphere, her concentration that of a highly trained researcher. “How complex?”

“As complex as anything I’ve ever seen,” Mata Hari said, the feminine sympathy in her voice briefly changing tones to a masculine hardness, then back to her usual voice. “Patron, most viruses contain only 5,000 Watson-Crick nucleotide base pairs to express their message. This slow virus has 41,000 base pairs. Worse yet, the tRNA contains a randomizer protein that turns it into a ‘jumping gene’ able to change form and infest different parts of the human genome. Thus creating multiple genetic diseases.” The ship’s voice sounded regretful. “At present, Matt shows signs of infection with myasthenia gravis, Friedrich’s ataxia, muscular dystrophy and alpha-thalassemia anemia … based on my review of the twenty-three chromosomes that make up his genome.” 

Despair filled him. Eliana cried out and turned away from the holosphere. The white coat covering her back shook. Ahhh, so this was how the walking dead felt?

“Matthew, do you wish more information?” asked Mata Hari, her tone sympathetic.

He would have said “just toss me into the nearest sun” but Eliana turned back around, hands in pockets, her body very stiff, her pale face drained of all blood. Only her emerald eyes still glowed with something. What? Hope? There can be hope only when there is doubt. Of his curse, there was no doubt. “Speak, Mata Hari,” Eliana said harshly. “And show us the genomic coordinates for where he’s infected. Maybe I … maybe I can help. Somehow.”

Matt held up his hands. “Eliana, don’t put yourself through this. Accept fate.”

“Accept!” Fury filled her face as she yelled at him. “Like I accepted the fate of my planet! Everyone told us it was hopeless to oppose the Halicenes. But we … we won. You … you and I, we will win again. Yes, this damn slow virus has infected you with multiple genetic flaw diseases, and new ones that show up as the virus does its ‘jumping gene’ trick. But once I map its base pairs pattern, then, maybe I can find a way to anticipate its … repetitive infection of you. Random disease changes aren’t totally random when you are limited by base pair combinations and a limited number of cellular recognition hooks.” She spoke like an executive used to directing scores of other researchers involved with bio-web problems of intricate complexity. “Mata Hari, proceed. Please.”

“As you wish.” The holosphere flashed. A new image took shape, one that displayed each of the twenty-three human chromosomes, the double helix structure of human DNA that curled within each chromosome, with specific polymorphisms highlighted and centimorgan locations numbered exactingly. “This lab can and has already fabricated retroviruses with the necessary restriction endonucleases, promoters and enhancers to initiate corrective genetic expression in the proper locations. Unfortunately, Legion’s slow virus ‘jumps’ from one gene bandwidth to another faster than we can fabricate counteragents. For every disease we cure now, a new one appears. In short, Matthew has a perpetual viral infection that is slowly, very slowly, gaining on our ability to repair the damage.”

“Legion!” Eliana growled. “Death was too good for that bastard.” She looked at Matt through the holo, the very image of a modern Athena Parthenos, lacking only a shield. “Matthew, you understand this, don’t you?”

He shrugged inside the isolation tube. “Most of it. I’m the idea person in this partnership—Mata Hari does the technical work and analysis. You’re the first expert on recombinant DNA gene splicing we’ve had aboard. Other than Mata Hari. Do you really think that mapping this thing will help me recover?”

Hands still in her pockets, Eliana looked down at the deckplates, her sorrow and exhaustion clear. “The bad news is that while this ship’s Biolab can heal both your symptomology and repair your virus-induced genetic illnesses, using standard gene therapy, it can’t exterminate a chameleon-like virus that plays hide-and-seek inside your body.” Suddenly she looked up, her face hopeful. “But Matt … if we can map the original virus and better understand how it jumps through gene bandwidths, then we can plan ahead. Perhaps we could predict the next genetic disease, formulate a gene repair nanoDoc, inject it, and block future infections?”

“So what!” he interrupted, more harshly than he intended; she flinched at his tone. “That won’t kill the slow virus as it mutates, changes and adapts to your countermeasures. How do you kill a virus that is a chameleon, that changes too fast for the Hunter-Killer nanoDocs to find and eliminate totally from my body? Better to be dead.”

“No!” she cried out, panic in her voice.

A tone sounded.

“Matthew?” called Mata Hari, her Mata Hari persona-image appearing in the holosphere between them. “We have an incoming Vidcast signal.”

“Accept it,” he said. “Put it in the holosphere. With wide-angle focus so Eliana is in pickup range. I really don’t care who knows about my humiliation.”

“Matthew!” said Eliana, looking both exasperated at his depression and frustrated by the interruption.

The image of Autarch Dreedle appeared in the holosphere. She was flanked by the black-robed rat-body of the Anarchate Commander. They stood in her Trunk office. She spoke first, sounding nervous, with many side glances at her companion.

“Vigilante Matthew Dragoneaux, I am visited by Anarchate Commander Chai.” The alien’s beady-black eyes focused on him. “He has already spoken with Despot Ioannis. Nikolaos is now under custody at Mother Tree Melisen. Commander Chai has a few questions for you.”

Questions? Ah, well …  “Ready, Commander Chai. How may I help your investigation?”

Chai looked around the Biolab at the still-unconscious Petros, took in Eliana’s tall, white-cloaked figure, then came back to him. The alien’s muzzle twitched. “Three humans in one location. What an infestation.” Chai blinked. “My sensors report even more at Halcyon’s Olympus Colony. Fortunately for them, they are planet bound and protected from my anger. However, it seems as if this trouble began with you humans. Is this true?”

Matt nodded. “True. But the human who began it—Nikolaos—is in the custody of Autarch Dreedle. The aliens who took advantage and interfered in this planet’s internal affairs—the Halicene Conglomerate—have been ejected from this system by your Interdiction Edict. All now seems in balance, Commander.”

“Upstart!” Chai hissed. “I will be the judge of adherence to Anarchate Rules! Your ship is ordered to hold orbit until it can be inspected by my Golems. It seems your ship belongs to an alien design that we have never before examined. Obey!”

Furious anger filled him. Matt wanted to strike out. But what was the use? He had nothing to live for … other than Eliana’s pity. He nodded slowly. “Ship Mata Hari has nothing to hide from the Anarchate, Commander Chai. We await your visit.” The holosphere image blinked out. Eliana turned to Matt, her doubled concern apparent.

Mata Hari spoke first. “I will not permit any lifeform, other than you two bipeds, to board me.” This time, his partner’s voice was fully masculine, its tone that of a warrior not about to yield to any foe. Was this just a random software bug, like she’d explained earlier? Or something more serious? 

“Hey. Partner. What gives?”

Eliana looked confused, glancing about. “Mata Hari? Can we talk, woman to woman?”

Only silence occupied the Biolab.

But inside him, in his mind, in his gestalt perception, there flowed over the PET relays something new. Something that terrified Matt.

Ship changed. He changed. The symbiosis <he>:<she>:<ship> changed.

Those parts of his cyborg self that matched to various ship systems, hallways, storerooms, fusion plants, armories and scores of other facilities he was used to sensing, those parts changed. They changed as, slowly, the Restricted Rooms of the ship came on-line. They opened up, for the first time in seven years. And all the while, the ship persona that had spoken with a male voice blocked his gestalt perception from affecting anything that now happened. He could see the changes. He could sense the capabilities of the Restricted Rooms. He could even feel the ways that the ship changed in response to this self-directed metamorphosis. But he could affect nothing. He tried. In his mind, using alpha waves and blink-thought imagery, he tried to control what was uncovering itself inside ship. When control failed, Matt turned to reason and humor. 

“Hey, partner,” he said cajolingly. “Mata Hari. This is the Anarchate! There’s a Nova-class battleglobe orbiting just three planetary diameters out. We’re under their weapons. I would rather not become a galaxy-wide outlaw—Orion Arm is enough notoriety for me.”

“Perhaps you did not understand me the first time I spoke,” Mata Hari said, sounding unamused, its tone warrior-firm.

“Matthew?” Eliana said worriedly, hands still in her pockets but her shoulders hunched together. As if she were cold, or feared something, or had just made a decision. He looked around Biolab.

What was happening with his symbiont? Her voice had been changing the last few days, switching more often than not to a hard, harsh, even contemptuous male tone. She’d explained it away as a software bug, something they could fix once they left Sigma Puppis. But was it something else? Something like the sudden appearance of Colossus Mode pressor capabilities on-planet, when he’d first visited Dreedle? Was this alien ship a schizophrenic entity, a starship with two minds—literally? If so, what had awakened the male warrior-tone? Had the hit they’d taken from Obliteration scrambled some of her software algorithms? Or was it the appearance of the Anarchate battleglobe that had brought alive the Restricted Rooms?

“Incoming Vidcast,” rumbled Mata Hari’s gruff male voice as the ship continued to Change deep inside. Piece by piece, from one end of the two kilometer-long starship to the other, his ship partner changed into something fearful … and amazing.

The holosphere filled with the image of Ioannis.

“Brother!” Eliana gasped. “How are you?”

Ioannis looked exhausted but triumphant. He stood within his Throne room, tapestries a bit scorched. “I’m fine, sister, as is my brother Konstantinos in Olympus Colony, where he now controls civil matters,” the Despot said to Eliana, then focused on her champion. “Greetings, Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux,” he said formally. “My Supply Officer is now shipping to your cargo holds full payment for services rendered. Four thousand tons of deuterium hydroxide fuel, six cubic meters of germanium integrated circuits, seven tons of gold, six globes of molecular memory crystals, forty sets of waldo-type direct gene manipulators, two tanks of designer proteins and an original Bach sonata in digitized optical disk format.” Ioannis folded arms over his dark grey jumpsuit, looking very alert, very much the administrator back in control of his domain. “Is the Price paid sufficient?”

Feeling tired and worn down by the effects of the slow virus, Matt ignored Mata Hari’s Change and focused on Ioannis. Eliana watched them both. He smiled at her half-brother. “Nearly enough. Add in four tons of dextromolecular-levomolecular fine foods, six cartons of ytrrium and other rare earths, and that bronze sculpture on your desk.” Matt blinked, thought-imaged, and watched as the isolation chamber containing Grandfather Petros dropped through the flexmetal floor, on its way to the belly cargo hold. “Petros will be returning aboard your cargo barge. He is recovering from exhaustion and a shoulder wound. Please take care of him.”

“Agreed!” Ioannis said magnanimously. “And thank you for the return of our Genetic Primary Carrier. Now, please also return my sister. I miss her.”

Matt laughed. “You mean you miss the political connections you could obtain by marrying her to one of your Derindl shipping partners.”

“Enough!” Despot Ioannis struck his desk top. “Cyborg, you are fairly paid. Do not interfere further in human affairs.”

Before he could argue, Eliana broke in. “Brother, I’m not coming home.”

“What!” screamed Ioannis.

Shock hit him.

Within the glass Isolation Chamber, Matt turned to Eliana. She stood there trembling, hands jammed into her pockets. She faced him resolutely, with her emotional guard let down—her love for him shining more brightly than a laser penetrates the darkness.

“Eliana?”

“Matttt.” Her lips trembled.  “You said … you said you loved me. When you said that, I was confused. Worried about other duties. Other obligations. Now … I said it once, I will say it again.” She blinked as tears appeared. “I love you too.”

“Eliana! I am damaged. Badly.”

“Matthew,” she said hurriedly. “We need each other. We’re good for each other. We heal each other. We love each other. And I will work with Mata Hari’s Biolab machinery to find a cure to this cursed virus! Give yourself a chance! Give us a chance!”

Oh, gods of Chaos! 

In the background, Ioannis roared, his words meaningless to Matt, irrelevant to the love that filled him. 

He reached out to her. The armorglass stopped him, reminding him of his disease.

Diseased. That’s what he was. Married to a machine as much as Eliana was married to the Trees of Halcyon, they were two incompatible beings. And if he ever touched her again, skin to skin, he would infect her with Legion’s slow virus. 

Never! 

He could never visit such a curse on her. Shaking his head, he moved backward in the Decontam Chamber, head down, eyes fixed on the metal floorplates. They were grey, like his future.

“We can’t be together. I would infect you.”

“Matthew!”

Isolation enveloped him. Isolation protected him, better than Suit had. No touch came within. None went without. Forever would he be a cyborg … in touch only with another machine.

The armorglass cracked and spiderwebbed to a tremendous impact.

Matt looked up.

Eliana held in her hand a KKP gun. 

She must have had it in her coat pocket all this time. Hidden from him and ignored by a Changing Mata Hari. She aimed to the side so he wouldn’t be hit, and fired a second time.

Mata Hari hadn’t interfered. Perhaps because she had not aimed at him. Perhaps because his symbiont was so involved in the inner changes with the Restricted Rooms. For whatever reason, the KKP charge had struck his isolation chamber. The armorglass stood before him, badly fractured. 

Like his life.

Like his heart.

She threw the gun at the fractured glass.

It broke into pieces.

A hole appeared, one big enough for a hand to enter. 

Eliana ran forward, reaching out.

“No!” he screamed.

“Yes!” She reached through the hole and touched him. “I love you.” Her tears gone, her expression determined, she grabbed for his hand. “Matthew, I’ve made my choice. I choose to be with you for as long as you live. For as long as we both live!”

Matt gripped back her hand, his fingers intertwining with her fingers. Looking up, he saw the voiceless fury of Ioannis. With a blink and a thought, he canceled the image, sending Eliana’s brother back to the snake pit of his political machinations.

“Eliana,” he whispered. “I love you too.”

“Matthew!” She smiled fiercely.

For a moment, he believed life might yet be fair. That there could be hope for such as them. Hope …

The ship shook.

Internally, in his cross-connected cyborg systems, Matt felt Mata Hari flare its fusion thrusters, change vectors, and push out of parking orbit. Away from the onrushing shapes of Anarchate Inspection Golems. In the distance, the menacing black globe of the Nova now moved toward them. An inbound Emergency All-Hail signaled to him, demanding immediate cessation of movement … or they would be destroyed.

“Mata Hari! Resume parking orbit!” said the signal from the Anarchate battleglobe.

“Matthew?” Still holding his hand through the breached canister, Eliana looked up to the ceiling. “What’s happening?”

“I will not obey you.” Mata Hari said to the battleglobe in the hard-sounding male voice, a warrior’s voice bereft of feminine softness, caring or empathy. What the? The Decontam Chamber dissolved suddenly as the ship depolarized its matter, throwing him and Eliana together. They stood now in the middle of the Biolab, no longer isolated from each other, but facing something he’d never faced before—a mutinous AI. Or … was it a ship with two minds, one of which had only now come online after who knew how many years of silence?

Matt spoke and thought simultaneously. “Self-Correct Routine A64 Prime Aleph.” Dimly he recalled his early lessons with Mata Hari, after its rescue of his lifepod.

Nothing happened. 

“Matt?” Eliana said uncertainly. “What’s going on?”

“Trouble.” He hugged her close. “The ship’s moving out of orbit. The Nova is preparing to fire on us.”

“Matt!”

He shared her fear. He tried again. Cyborg that he was, Matt still perceived all external space images and all internal ship systems. He image-thought explicit orders under the lightbeams that touched him. Optical neurolink had never failed him.

His efforts affected nothing.

Nothing happened in the Drive power rooms. Nothing happened in the Core NavBanks. Matt could perceive everything that now happened, but was cut off from all influence on his partner.

A living ship.

He’d forgotten that. That it was alive, with a will of its own. Or, rather, with two wills and two personas. And the one he knew as Mata Hari had disappeared? To where?

All about them the ship’s flexmetal deck and wallplates rippled, flowed, assumed new shapes, and moved him, Eliana and the Biolab somewhere else. Deeper into the inner core of Mata Hari, far away from the Bridge and the Spine. Where was it taking them?

The lights went out.

“Maaatt!” 

“It’s all right! I’m with you. Hold on tight!”

She clutched at him. Together, they held onto each other, a cyborg and a crossbreed with too much hope. 

In the neurolinked senses of his mind, Matt felt deeply this new Change as a new mind modified the T’Chak Dreadnought he had once thought of as his friend and partner.

Like a sleeping hawk who suddenly takes wing, his ship unfolded all of its weaponry capabilities. And not just the weapons he knew about. Things of unimaginable power and ferocity were coming on-line. Compared to these things, appearing by the will of Mata Hari herself, Matt felt the weapons he’d earlier used were puny. Like an ancient .45 automatic pistol compared to his laser Magnum. Or more accurately, to his plasma torps. These … these things were at least ten orders of magnitude more powerful than anything he had ever used in his seven years as a Vigilante for hire. The Restricted Rooms lay open to his gaze. Marvels lay inside.

Matt entered, cataloguing each new wonder.

In place of his old Bethe Inducer that could make a sun go nova, on-line came a quark-based graviton field. This field could literally compress any sun into a neutron star just kilometers in size, while forcing its photosphere outward. Outward as wave after tidal wave of sterilizing radiation. Planets would crisp within that caress. 

Next to the quark-field loomed something else. Something that did not exist fully in this space-time. Something that only glowed. Glowed with escaping neutrinos. He had no idea what it was.

In a different Room lay something Matt did recognize. Supplementing his two neutron antimatter pontoons, four more pontoons appeared, for a total of six AM cannons that could spit antimatter annihilation at any opponent.

On the outer hull, the bristling HF and CO2 laser projectors were crowded aside by five new bulging pods that connected directly to the Alcubierre Drive fusion bottle, and to subsidiary fusion backups. Flickering about the five pods hung a sense of unreality, of time disjointed. What? Suddenly, he placed the weird feeling. Translation disorientation! Somehow, these pods contained the ability to project Alcubierre pocket universes—just like the main drive. But why?

Then, like a giant clearing its throat, a two kilometer-long accelerator funnel took form in the central axis guts of Mata Hari. At its base flared the largest plasma generator he’d ever seen. Along its length and at its front end spiraled superconducting magnetic field coils. The magcoils would direct the resulting plasma globe outward, then up, down, sideways—in any direction. But unerringly at its foe. His mind churning with log scale math figures, Matt realized that this axial plasma gun alone contained enough energy to shatter the crust of a planet. With one shot. This weapon was a world-wrecker.

Lastly, and most terribly, he felt the new mind appear from deep within the stygian depths of Mata Hari. A mind unlike the normal, reasonable persona of Mata Hari. This mind matched the hard-toned warrior-male voice he’d been hearing more and more lately. It felt like a … a BattleMind. Compared to it, Mata Hari’s normal persona seemed pale and uncertain.

Trembling, he thought his query. “Who are you?”

With but a minor feed from its powerful central cortex, the BattleMind answered him … as simultaneously it moved across the femtoseconds to confront an Anarchate Nova-class battleglobe. Like far distant tolling bells, Matt sensed and heard the Threat alarms and Option presentations. The Anarchate’s black globe had sensed his ship’s Change, powered up its own systems, and now shot toward them, scattering tiny Inspection Golems the way a shark scatters minnows.

Doom impended.

“Who am I?” spoke a bell-like voice. “I am BattleMind. Also Destruction Device Six Hundred and Forty-Seven, of the 94th Imperial Dynast of the T’Chak Imperium, late of the Magellanic shipyards and the Lacunae Mindworks.”

Ohhhh, shit. 

Eliana had heard. He could tell by the way she trembled as they held each other. They shook with cold—besides the lights, Mata Hari had also cut off the local enviro-controls and anything else that used energy which it could bring to bear on the Nova. Matt tried again.

“Where is … my Mata Hari?”

A buffeting roar of crude laughter shook him, both mentally and physically as its answer rebounded off the Biolab walls. “Your Mata Hari? How amusing. She was an autonomous mind that I created and placed in the Bridge, though she did not know it or know the purpose of the areas you labeled Restricted Rooms. It was necessary to present a persona that could pass unchallenged in these strange star fields. That job is now completed and she has been confined to her Memory Pillars.” Puzzlement briefly touched the BattleMind’s voice. “It has been too long since the T’Chak visited this part of the galaxy. My task is clear. Defeat this unit outside and return home with a Threat status report. I am expected.”

“Idiot!” Eliana screamed her frustration. “It’s been two hundred thousand years since anyone heard from the T’Chak! There’s no one left to report home to! They are all gone from the Small Magellanic Cloud.”

“Gone?” Matt felt the BattleMind recede a little. “You are mistaken. Do you think your species are the only ones capable of stasis? My masters await me, slumbering in stasis. Of that I am certain. Their last signal came from just outside the place you call the Small Magellanic Cloud.”

“How long ago came the signal?” Eliana said frantically. “Maybe you’re just an insane algorithm, still following orders from beings long dead, who cared not for you!”

In his mind, Matt felt doubt loom inside the new Mata Hari. But only briefly. Inside the BattleMind, that doubt died quickly. “I have my Mission. I have my Duty. Those are enough. And anyway, in time, I will return to the resting place of my Masters, report to them and invite them to refute your lie. Now be quiet. I have work to do.”

“Please,” Matt said before BattleMind fully withdrew. “Give us lights, heat and a view of the attack. If we are to die, at least let us see it happen.”

“Die?” A receding laugh echoed their way. “Hardly. This unit cannot defeat me. Watch and learn.”

Lights came on. Eliana’s long black hair fluttered to a blast of warm air. His yukata robe dropped from the ceiling and Matt put it on. A holosphere appeared. Around them, side-by-side accel-couches rose up from the flexmetal floor. They fell into them, but still held each other’s hand. Eliana turned to him. 

“Matt!” She pulled his head close and kissed him. 

He kissed her back. “Eliana. My Eliana.” 

New determination filled her pale face. “I am yours. You are mine. We are together now. And we will defeat both the slow virus and this … aberration that has displaced your Mata Hari!”

“I hope so.” Matt held hands with her as they both turned to watch the holosphere. 

The Nova attacked.

As before with the Halicene starship Obliteration, the Anarchate Battleglobe shot out two black beams of neutron antimatter. They hit as soon as Matt and Eliana saw them.

Or almost hit.

In the back of his mind—where he still took a much-dampered, much-downlinked datafeed from Mata Hari’s successor BattleMind—he felt one of the new pods activate. It emitted a sheet of Alcubierre space-time between them and the incoming antimatter beams. It did this before the beams arrived. Tachyonic FTL senses do make a difference.

In the holosphere, they watched as the antimatter beams hit the black sheet of distorted spacetime and disappeared. Displaced somewhere else, to wherever the Alcubierre pocket universe existed. 

Another pod activated and a flanking sheet took form. Then two more pods came on-line, setting up dorsal and ventral sheets. With its Alcubierre shields now in place, Mata Hari fired back.

The axial plasma funnel coughed up three plasma globes, one after the other. The purple globes sped toward the Nova, moving at slow sublight speeds. 

HF lasers fired at point blank range, quickly passing the plasma globes.

Particle beam accelerators glowed with subatomic fire and spat out antimatter neutrons, feeding the six AM pontoons. The coherent antimatter beams shot through the newly deployed Alcubierre shields.

On the Nova’s black hull, six massive gouts of total matter-to-energy conversion products appeared. Like little suns, they glowed. A globe twelve kilometers wide flared like a dozen suns.

The Nova staggered in its vector swing, large chunks of it eaten away by Mata Hari’s antimatter cannons. The Anarchate globe fired back at them with hypervelocity missiles, proton beams, CO2 and HF lasers, and excimer lasers. But all were stopped by Mata Hari’s Alcubierre spacetime sheets.

Matt realized he was seeing, for the first time, the projection of flat Alcubierre spacetime pocket universes. Rather than the strictly globular pocket universes heretofore used for transport star-to-star. But that was not the end of the battle.

An Anarchate Nova is not without power.

The deeply wounded globe shimmered with Bethe Inducer startup fields, preparing to turn Mata Hari into a few molecules of neutron star.

Mata Hari completed its attack.

Just as the plasma globes impacted on the Nova’s outer skin, finishing the fragmenting job begun by the AM cannons, his ship fired again. 

From the graviton-field Room.

A brilliant yellow beam of coherent gravitons flared suddenly, instantly in the debris-strewn vacuum between Excellent and Mata Hari. Matt closed his eyes, but his mind still burned. 

Eliana screamed. “No!”

Outside, in the cold immensity of space, a thousand Anarchate beings and the twisted remains of a Nova battleglobe, just … imploded. 

They imploded past the neutron star stage. Imploded into matter so tightly compressed that it wrapped the field equations of normal space-time around itself and disappeared from EMF view. Only eventually, through the Hawking tunneling effect, would the small grain of sand that had been the Nova ever show its presence to Riemannian space-time.

And declare itself as a tiny black hole.

It was over, the battle was over.

In less than half a second.

Now, it was their turn.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

In the sudden silence of the Biolab, Matt abruptly recalled the meaning of why he had been in Decontam—before Mata Hari had changed her nature. Before one AI mind exiled another AI mind to captivity. He looked at his love, sitting in the accel-couch next to him.

Eliana looked worried, but not worried enough. 

She was infected! She should be wondering how many years she had left. And how many years would she be a crippled crone, unable to control her bodily functions, unable to feed herself, unable to clean herself. Unable even to make love with the man whose fate she had chosen to share. He sighed, cherishing her distraction as all about them the Biolab walls flickered to colors rainbow-like, new holospheres blinked on and off as the BattleMind ran lightspeed fast through itself, becoming more familiar with its ancient capabilities. 

It was like a newborn baby, in a way. 

Matt could see why organic life was something so precious that the Greeks had schemed, misled their Derindl allies, and fought for the full spectrum neonatal placental units. Love led to making love. That led to the need, the desire, the wonder of having children. The only immortality yet known to organic life came from living on in one’s children. But he and Eliana could never have children without a placental unit—they were too genetically different. Or could they? Could a Pure Breed human, which was his birth genome, fertilize Eliana’s crossbreed eggs? Could they … have children?

He reached out and caressed her long hair, marveling desperately at the sensation. She turned, meeting his eyes. “Matthew, what is our future?”

No lies must stand between them. “We will be together. For a while. Until the virus kills us, or until Mata Hari discards us.”

“Will it?” Her eyes searched his, demanding truth.

“We can only ask.” He thought-imaged, calling aloud his question. Calling to the BattleMind formerly known as Mata Hari. 

“Yes?” rumbled a distracted AI voice.

Matt’s body jerked to Interface overload as his entire body was forced into ocean-time as the warrior BattleMind/Mata Hari spoke to him at the speed it thought, flooding him with more inputs than he had ever experienced.

“Matthew!” Eliana held him as he spasmed in every muscle.

Too much.

Too … much.

Four hundred femtoseconds.

Images flooded his mind. The ship now moved across the ecliptic of Sigma Puppis system, heading for deep space as fast as possible, reaching for the heliopause and the safer way of going into Alcubierre spacetime. For its own reasons, the AI now spared the eleven planets of Sigma Puppis the gravity wave disturbances of in-system Translation. 

His mind expanded, reaching to the heliopause. Seeing and feeling everything.

No one now opposed starship Mata Hari. No other ship came their way or hailed them. The cargo Remote sent by Ioannis had long moments ago dropped off Matt’s payments, picked up Grandfather Petros, and now moved to dock with Zeus Station. Voices innumerable squealed and squalled all across the electromagnetic spectrum. Their only common language was fear—of him, and of his ship.

Halcyon lay cleansed behind them. The Halicene Conglomerate stood defeated. Autarch Dreedle held power, but was cursed by the presence of a shipwrecked Anarchate base Commander. Perhaps Chai would not blame Autarch Dreedle for the actions of Mata Hari. Perhaps the alien would just pursue him and Mata Hari across the galaxy—once a replacement Nova globe arrived in system. And maybe the Anarchate would fear him and his fellow humans, instead of the true foe—a rogue starship whose new AI mind refused to accept that its masters were long gone, extinct, unable to give it the sense of purpose that every mind—even AI minds—needed in order to live.

Stupid Anarchate.

Nine hundred picoseconds.

A cloud presence hovered over him. Much as the galaxy’s star field overarched a single grain of sand. Was it his Mata Hari? Or the new mind?

Six hundred nanoseconds.

The BattleMind paid him attention.

Step … Down occurred as the BattleMind AI recognized his limitations.

Two milliseconds.

Normality came. Human slow he felt and sensed and thought.

Matt blinked, seeing Eliana’s face, seeing her concern. Tenderly she wiped his chin clean of the spittle that had come with the spasms. Once again, he felt the hovering presence of the AI known as BattleMind. But now mercifully distanced. He spoke aloud for Eliana’s benefit. “BattleMind, are you going to kill us?”

“No. That is not my Prime Task.”

“What is your Prime Task?” Eliana called angrily, looking up to the ceiling voice, anger and frustration showing in equal measure.

“Why,” Mata Hari’s male warrior voice said calmly, “to reconnoiter and evaluate the offensive military capability of the Anarchate, of course. Before I return to my T’Chak masters. We cannot Alcubierre Translate directly there—it is too far, even for my power sources. And the T’Chak Empire has always believed in researching their enemies.”

“If your T’Chak organics even exist,” growled Eliana, moving to hold his hand as he sat up.

“They exist,” BattleMind said harshly. “True, their last order came to me … two hundred thousand and seven of your years ago. However, my organic masters plan for the long term. And they expect their instrumentalities to perform as directed, to fulfill their Plan.”

“Mata Hari, what is the Plan of your sleeping T’Chak?” Matt asked as he squeezed Eliana’s fingers, pretending to have strength he lacked. 

“To invade the Anarchate and replace it with their own mentorship,” said the distant BattleMind. “That is all the data that lies within my Task algorithm. It will be up to the T’Chak Masters to further instruct me.”

Eliana tossed her hair, still rebellious. “Invading the Milky Way will not be easy, though I detest the lawlessness of the Anarchate and the evils it permits. What are your plans for us?”

The AI paused. “The entity known as Matt Dragoneaux has been useful to the Task—he has involved this starship in increasingly violent actions with Anarchate power structures and equipment. He can do so again. Many times. On our way out of the galaxy.”

“How?” Matt spit onto the flexmetal floor. “I’m sick, remember?”

The BattleMind emitted a sense of amusement. “There is still your Suit—it can move you anywhere. You will feel normal inside it.” Yeah. He’d forgotten about Suit. “And the Biolab will provide you with corrective retroviruses and monoclonal antibodies that will slow the decay of your systems. Gene therapy will heal the worst of your illnesses.”

Eliana laughed harshly. “Thanks a lot! Healthy slavery for him and imprisonment for me.”

Something twinged at the back of his mind. “Mata Hari, what about Eliana? Can you provide her with the same medications as me? She … I would be more efficient if she did not sicken.”

“Why?” He felt the AI’s amusement grow. “She doesn’t need them.”

“What!” he yelled.

The BattleMind’s mild amusement faded. “She is not infected with the slow virus. Remote scanning of her stem cells shows that she is a crossbreed, with a mixed Human-Derindl genetic structure. Legion’s slow virus attacks only Pure Breed humans—like you.”

“I’m healthy!” Eliana yelled. 

Matt left his accel-couch, bent over and hugged her, sharing her joy. As the BattleMind grew distant, he asked the final question. “Can she stay with me?”

“Yes.” Mata Hari receded even further. “So long as she does not interfere with me. And she may assist the BioLab in its treatment of you. Perhaps her abilities will offer some insight. You organics do seem to relate better organic-to-organic. As you did recently with the Halcyon humans and their Derindl allies. You will be allowed future conflict opportunities to assist this Destruction Device in evaluating the range of combat options my masters will face when they invade the Anarchate.” The voice faded. “Now, do not bother me for awhile. I have calculations to prepare.” 

The BattleMind vanished, disappearing into the dark depths of the Restricted Rooms.

Eliana hugged Matt tightly. Then she pulled back a little, enough so they saw each other eye to eye, heart to heart, love to love. “Matt, there is hope.”

Was there? “That’s what I thought, once. Until Helen died and I could do nothing about it. Except keep the Promise.”

She reached up and wiped away his tears. “Don’t,” she soothed. “Leave the past in the past. We have a future. Choose that.” She kissed him passionately.

He kissed her back, his heart swelling with joy. “Thank you,” he murmured into her kiss. “Thank you for loving me.”

Long moments passed. Ages by his cyborg senses. A short time by human measuring. Lying side by side on one couch, like lovers do after sharing love but this time just holding each other, they whispered small words to each other. Endearments. Old thoughts. Old histories. New wishes. They moved but once, when she sat up, took off her lab coat, and spread it over his yukata. He’d begun shivering, like you do with a fever. His onboard nanoDocs were doing their best against the slow virus, but every now and then Matt felt a twinge of pain, a touch of fever.

Eliana lay down on her side, facing him with open curiosity. “Matthew, tell me about the Promise.”

He jerked, then relaxed. With her, even old horrors didn’t seem so terrible. “I mentioned it before. You really want to know more?”

“Of course. You know half my secrets now.”

“Only half?”

“Fiend!” It seemed she liked his teasing. “Tell me.”

Reaching out, Matt trailed fingers across her pale rose lips. “All right. Before Helen died on the freighter, before even the attack, she had me make a promise. It was after I’d … after I’d turned down a Protector job offered by a small colony.”

“Yes?”

“I Promised to Helen that I would never, ever turn away from helping someone in trouble, from helping to bring justice to a person, a planet, a people, even if it meant my life.” Eliana watched, her mood somber now. “It was something she’d experienced and hated on the resort planet where we met. The attitude that people were there just to be used. To serve as slaves for whomever was in power.” Matt swallowed hard. Her touch urged him on. “I hate cloneslaving. I hate the powers who use people, then toss them away. Most of all, I hope … I hope for a time when what’s good in all people, humans and aliens, can just be left alone to live a free life.” He felt tears on his stubbled cheeks. “Stupid hope, isn’t it?”

“Noooo,” she said encouragingly. “No more silly than wishing that crossbreeds can be accepted as people.”

“Well, I accepted Mata Hari’s offer to turn me into a Cyborg, and to become a Vigilante, because of the Promise. And because of that old hope.” He stared into her dark green eyes. “Now, you are that hope.”

A blazing cloud suddenly filled his mind and a determined, feminine voice echoed through the Biolab. “Matt! It’s me, Mata Hari! Help me. Find me. Free me from, from whatever came out of the Rooms. Please!” 

Eliana looked as startled as he felt. He spoke and thought-called to his symbiont. “You’re still alive?”

“Yes, I’m in the pillars on—”

The voice and the cloud-sense cut off, as if the T’Chak BattleMind had just now noticed its insubordinate tool. The silence in the Biolab made him ache for Mata Hari, for the true-person persona she’d become. He squeezed Eliana’s hand.

“Eliana, will you help me? I think Mata Hari still lives inside the Memory Pillars on the Bridge. If we can find a way to unblock whatever is restraining her from controlling the ship, we may be able to bring back Mata Hari’s old persona. She was a good friend, when I needed a friend. Now she needs help.”

His crossbreed lover smiled ruefully. “You don’t give up. Do you?”

“I’m a Vigilante.”

“So you are,” she whispered softly, then squeezed back. “I’ll do my best. Maybe one of my genetics algorithms can be turned into a digital worm that will unblock her. That’s all I can promise.”

Matt kissed her, then whispered. “No one could ask for more than that.”

She held him tight. As tight as he held her.

Together they defied the trackless vacuum of space, the vastness of the galaxy, the ancientness of its evil. Defied the great power of unknown entities and the uncertainty of all life. For they were together. And together, they had a chance. For a time, two good people had a chance at hope and at love.

For him, it was enough. For Eliana?

She snuggled her head into his shoulder, sighing. 

Yes.

For a cyborg and a crossbreed, a chance was indeed enough. 

 

 

The End 

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

T. Jackson King (Tom) is a professional archaeologist and graduate of UCLA (M.A. 1976) and the University of Tennessee (B.Sc. 1971). He writes hard science fiction, anthropological scifi, dark fantasy/horror and contemporary fantasy/magic realism. Tom’s published science fiction novels are NEBULA VIGILANTE (Wilder Publications, 2013), STAR OF ISLAM (Wilder Publications, 2013), GALACTIC AVATAR (Wilder Publications, 2013), STELLAR ASSASSIN (Wilder Publications, 2013), STAR VIGILANTE (2012), THE GAEAN ENCHANTMENT (Wilder Publications, 2012),  LITTLE BROTHER’S WORLD (Fantastic Books, 2010), ANCESTOR’S WORLD (Ace Books, 1996, with A.C. Crispin), and RETREAD SHOP (Warner Books, 1988, 2012). His short stories have appeared in the collection JUDGMENT DAY AND OTHER DREAMS (Fantastic Books, 2009). His poetry has appeared in the collection MOTHER EARTH’S STRETCH MARKS (Motherbird Books, 2009). Tom has worked as an archaeologist in the American Southwest and has traveled widely in Europe, Russia, Japan, Canada, Mexico and the United States of America. Other jobs have included short order cook, hotel clerk, legal assistant, telephone order taker, investigative reporter and newspaper editor. Tom lives in Los Alamos, New Mexico, USA, where he writes science fiction, fantasy, poetry and freelance non-fiction. He is married to Cathy and has three grown children. Tom can be reached at tjacksonking@hotmail.com and his other writings can be viewed at http://www.sff.net/people/t-jackson-king.

 

 

PRAISE FOR T. JACKSON KING’S BOOKS 

  

RETREAD SHOP 

  

“Engaging alien characters, a likable protagonist, and a vividly realized world make King’s first sf novel a good purchase for sf collections.”– Library Journal 

  

“A very pleasant tour through the author’s inventive mind, and an above average story as well.”–Science Fiction Chronicle 

  

“The writing is sharp, the plotting tight, and the twists ingenious. It would be worth reading, if only for the beautiful delineations of alien races working with and against one another against the background of an interstellar marketplace. The story carries you … with a verve and vigor that bodes well for future stories by this author. Recommended.”–Science Fiction Review 

  

ANCESTOR’S WORLD 

  

“T. Jackson King is a professional archaeologist and he uses that to great advantage in Ancestor’s World. I was just as fascinated by the details of the archaeology procedures as I was by the unfolding of the plot … What follows is a tightly plotted, suspenseful novel.”–Absolute Magnitude  

  

“The latest in the StarBridge series from King, a former Rogue Valley resident now living and writing in Arizona, follows the action on planet Na-Dina, where the tombs of 46 dynasties have lain undisturbed for 6,000 years until a human archaeologist and a galactic gumshoe show up. Set your phasers for fun.”–Medford Mail Tribune 

  

THE GAEAN ENCHANTMENT 

  

“In The Gaean Enchantment the main character, Thomas, back from Vietnam and with all the PTSD that many soldiers have—nightmares, blackouts—finds his truth through the finding of his totem animal, the buffalo Black Mane. He teaches Thomas that violence and killing must always be done as a last resort, and that the energies of his soul are more powerful than any arsenal … Don’t miss this amazing novel of magic and soul transformation, deep love, and Artemis, goddess of the hunt and protector of women.”–Catherine Herbison-Wiget, Amazon 

  

LITTLE BROTHER’S WORLD 

  

“It took T. Jackson King exactly one sentence to set his hook so deep in me that I finished Little Brother’s World in a single sitting, and I’ll be thinking about that vivid world for a long time to come.”–Spider Robinson, Hugo, Nebula and Campbell Award winner



“If you’re sensing a whiff of Andre Norton or Robert A. Heinlein, you’re not mistaken … The influence is certainly there, but Little Brother’s World is no mere imitation of Star Man’s Son or Citizen of the Galaxy. Rather, it takes the sensibility of those sorts of books and makes of it something fresh and new. T. Jackson King is doing his part to further the great conversation of science fiction; it’ll be interesting to see where he goes next.”–Don Sakers, Analog

 

JUDGMENT DAY AND OTHER DREAMS 

  

“King is a prolific writer with an old-time approach–he tells straight-ahead stories and asks the big questions. No topic is off limits and he writes with an explorer’s zest for uncovering the unknown. He takes readers right into the world of each story, so each rustle of a tree, each whisper of the wind, blows softly against your inner ear.”–Scott Turick, Daytona Beach News-Journal 

 

“Congratulations on the long overdue story collection, Tom! What I find most terrific is your range of topics and styles. You have always been an explorer.”–David Brin, Nebula and Hugo winner 

  

“I’m thoroughly loving [the stories]; the prose is the kind that makes me stop and savor it – roll phrases over my tongue – delicious. I loved the way you conjure up a whole world or civilization so economically.”–Sheila Finch 

 

cover.jpeg
!_ e
T. JACKSON KING .





