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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The nuke-tipped rocket roared out of Matt’s backpack into the grey sky that overhung the Anarchate Intelligence dome in the middle of a brown desert cut by blue-shadowed arroyos. Its launch broke Suit’s stealth camouflage and alerted the patrolling Guardian in a green combat suit that an intruder needed its attention. 
 
   Matt PET imaged the ten steps of his attack plan to Suit’s Tactical CPU, then blinked his right eye to launch Nanoware rocket shells from both biceps to smother the alien’s suit perceptions with electronic white noise, while titanium darts loaded with neurotoxin biogel sped toward the ten-legged form that resembled a stumpy centipede. Its globular helmet sheltered six eyes from the high UV of the local yellow-white F5 star. Its flowing motion over the desert sands began to change.
 
   Ocean-time filled Matt’s senses as his cyborg combat suit and inbuilt modifications moved him into direct symbiosis with Suit and with his orbiting Dreadnought-class starship Mata Hari, thanks to a tachyon-based comlink. Femtoseconds moved like minutes while picoseconds slowly accumulated and a second seemed like hours away. Matt thought faster than a normal human.
 
   Action plans initiated, said Suit via his PET sensors.
 
   His backpack vibrated again as a napalm rocket flamed out toward the Guardian, which thankfully was not a cyborg with lightspeed reflexes. A third rocket arced sideways toward the Anarchate dome, aiming to flood its inner air space with Knockout gases suitable for all oxy-nitro breathing critters. A fourth and final rocket moved toward the dome’s Tachyon Pylon, aiming to cut off any call by the dome’s AI for Anarchate help.
 
   Putting his gauntleted right hand over the rim of the arroyo Matt fired all five fingertip lasers at the Guardian, knowing that its own suit would flare away the 30 megawatt beams using adaptive optics coatings similar to Suit’s outer coating. But even an automated response by the alien’s combat suit would briefly focus its tunable sapphire crystals to frequencies different from that emitted by his two shoulder laser pulse-cannons. He lifted his right shoulder above the arroyo rim, putting the cannon’s nose into sensor detection by the alien. He thought-fired the cannon.
 
   A hundred megawatts of green laser fire instantly crossed the hundred meters separating Matt and the Guardian, bypassing the slower Nanoshells and rockets the way a hypersonic jet passes by a subsonic transport. The Guardian’s globe helmet glared yellow and began to blacken. Then its body twisted to put its laser reflective combat suit skin between his cannon’s blaze and the weaker helmet globe. 
 
   Little flares spotted its green suit as the alien launched its own Nanoshells and penetrator darts at Matt, all while its own onboard CPU revved up to Defense Mode from its routine Patrol status. Photonic and electronic systems within the Guardian’s suit were as efficient as Matt’s own Suit systems, but still they lagged by long milliseconds behind Matt’s sudden assault. 
 
   “Mata Hari, launch the HVMs at the Guardian,” he thought-spoke to his AI partner on board their stealth-shielded Dreadnought via tachyon comlink.
 
   “Complying, Matthew,” came a feminine voice in his mind, the order and reply taking less than a dozen picoseconds. 
 
   Overhead, the orbiting Dreadnought left stealth and spat three hypervelocity missiles down at the Guardian, their onboard CPUs relying on reentry plasma heat to deflect any laser fire by the single alien patrolling the perimeter of the Anarchate Intelligence dome. They approached at planetary escape velocity, a threat that would distract the Guardian at least briefly.
 
   Would his life partner Eliana be at the ship’s Interlock Pit watching via the holo globe what was happening around him? Would she be worried for him? She did love him, that he knew. She had given up life on her planet Halcyon and among her fellow Greek settlers and the Derindl tree-dwelling aliens with whom the Third Wave settlement interbred thanks to neonatal placental units, producing crossbreeds like Eliana.
 
   She would see more than he saw, being onboard the Dreadnought. She would feel the ship’s flexmetal skin shiver as it launched decoy drones against the eventual arrival of an Anarchate Nova-class battleglobe, see the pink of the proton beams that were even now destroying the geosync comsats that allowed the few Anarchate outposts on this desert planet to communicate with each other, and shiver as a coherent neutron antimatter beam shot down and vaporized the Tachyon Pylon that was the dome’s solitary FTL comlink to other Anarchate stars.
 
   His mind count tracked five hundred milliseconds since he’d launched the three kiloton nuke rocket. Half a second. Though he thought faster than any organic, Matt’s starship weapons could only move at slow normal matter speeds—excepting the lasers and neutron beam that were lightspeed. Would it cut off any FTL signal from the dome’s self-aware AI?
 
   Mata Hari the Dreadnought could have easily destroyed the entire Intelligence dome with a similar AM beam. But that was not what he had proposed to BattleMind, the controlling AI mind that overhung his and Eliana’s lives and which had created the Mata Hari persona to interact with “normal” organics during its Task to evaluate the Anarchate military strength before its masters, the T’Chak aliens of the Small Magellanic Cloud, invaded the Milky Way and took control of an ancient galactic culture focused on maintaining star to star anarchy . . . the Anarchate.
 
   Matt had convinced BattleMind he could land, sneak up on the dome, disable or destroy its Guardian, and then make entry to recover the dome’s backup molecular memory crystal with its encrypted data on Anarchate battleglobes, regional naval bases, shipyards and fuel depots. All matters which the T’Chak masters would need for their planned invasion. A plan that was 207,000 years old, made by a species everyone in home galaxy believed to be long dead. Except for the Dreadnought starships with BattleMind AIs like Mata Hari. BattleMind planned to return home to its masters, once it had gained enough combat, sigint and humint intelligence about the Anarchate. And Matt’s purpose was to delay that departure by arranging “combat lessons” for an alien-made AI that thought itself the peak of inorganic intelligence. Maybe so, maybe not. But sneaky it was not. 
 
   Dismissing the milliseconds long review of how he had come to be hidden in an arroyo just beyond the Intelligence dome of the Anarchate, Matt PET image-thought to Suit and rose up on the Nullgrav plates of his boots. Time to face his enemy. Time to distract it long enough for the nuke-tipped rocket to reach its programmed location. Time for . . .
 
   # # #
 
    
 
   T’Pok the Guardian registered the intruder’s appearance above the arroyo rim, his forebrain registering surprise before his own suit CPU tasked several suit combat systems to attack the impertinent alien.
 
   Three spinal ridge laser cannons fired green beams at the intruder, while bellypaks discharged Fire-and-Forget rocket shells with onboard neurotoxins, acids able to vaporize metal and automated energy-blockers that would disrupt the control impulses of his opponent, once they reached the outer skin of the intruder’s combat suit.
 
   An intense yellow glow took form in front of the two-legged monstrosity that thought itself intelligent as T’Pok’s pressor beam emitters swept the space between them, causing the incoming rocket shells to vaporize, producing the yellow haze. But his spinal laser cannons impacted the alien’s suit even as his own suit’s adaptive optics sapphire crystals reflected away the five small laser beams that had preceded his own strike. Thinking as quickly as he could, in neurolink with his suit’s weapons and defense systems, T’Pok activated Defense Attack Mode Streble Three.
 
   But the yellow beam of the intruder’s two shoulder laser pulse-cannons arrived even as his spinal lasers shifted frequencies as they tried to overcome the opponent’s adaptive optics outer suit skin.
 
   “Oooof,” his mind muttered as his right side breathing sphincters  felt sudden heat as the green lasers vaporized his optical crystals and blackened the ceramic armor of his suit.
 
   T’Pok had quickly detected the four rockets launched by the intruder, but chose to ignore all of them except for the one headed at him. Shifting one spinal laser mount he mind-fired at the swiftly approaching rocket, causing a flaming ball to appear halfway between him and the intruder. The flame ball vaporized his second wave of rocket shells that had been launched by his suit’s onboard Tactical CPU. 
 
   Ignoring the high rocket that shot off course to a point behind him, he alerted the dome’s Point Defense Emitters to activate and defend against the two rockets headed for it. But one rocket had already fragmented into thousands of small beads that had spread out too much to be destroyed. T’Pok left the remaining rocket to the dome’s AI and the PDEs. He had troubles of his own that required his analysis if he was to survive the next few minims of combat.
 
   T’Pok’s combat suit neurolink activated his own pressor emitters and shot four powerful beams at the intruder, aiming to knock the alien far away from him and the dome. If he succeeded, long range sabot shells would keep the alien busy until he could activate a Defense sled from within the dome. If he . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt’s onboard CPU automatically  deployed his own pressor beams to meet the Guardian’s counterattack with pressor beams, pushing the yellow mist and roiling napalm flames towards the centipede alien.
 
   One second had passed since Matt’s rocket launches and laser strikes. He smiled as his helmet SitRep holo showed a few of his Fire-and-Forget rocket shells had hugged the sandy ground, escaping the alien’s suit defense and pressor field. Perhaps they would impact the alien’s suit with nanoborers and white noise emitters, thus gaining him a tactical advantage in this lightspeed combat.
 
   The alien’s three green laser beams impacted the chest and legs of Suit, causing the adaptive optics sapphire layer to resonate to each frequency of the three attacking lasers. But as the attacking beams moved over Suit’s surface, the crystals did not adjust quickly enough to stop the lasers from penetrating to the black ablative layers of Suit. The layers could withstand the heat of reentry from orbit, a heat similar to the coherent megawatt lightbeams now scoring Suit. With a PET thought-image Matt set Suit into a fast vortex spin-in-place, thereby removing the laser beams’ ability to concentrate penetrative heat in one place. He breathed quickly, glad the beams had not reached the ceramic armor under the ablative skin, let alone the exoskeleton components that lay between his naked skin and Suit’s inner surface. The pressor emitters of his helmet flashed around him, deflecting the alien’s rocket shells that sought impact on Suit.
 
   With his shoulder laser pulse-cannons shifting laser frequencies to achieve the same burn-through effect on the Guardian’s combat suit, Matt’s neurolinked right hand fired the Magnum laser rifle he held, even as his left hand’s fingertip lasers sought punch-through for steel, chitin flesh and fluid vaporization. Image-thinking again, he unleashed the waist-level ultrasonic vibers to work against the alien’s combat suit, hoping for a disruption of the spinal laser mountings.
 
   One point five seconds had passed since the launch of the nuke-tipped rocket. A hundred more milliseconds and Matt would drop below the arroyo rim, his combat distraction effort hopefully having worked. Assuming, of course, he survived that long.
 
    
 
    
 
   T’Pok shuddered as one of the intruder’s laser pulses bit into his middle spinal laser mount, newly weakened by ultrasonic beams that easily passed through his pressor fields.  Electric pain hit him as three chitin segments flashed to vapor when his suit’s crystal deflection failed. Twisting his long, low body to shelter the spinal wound, T’Pok felt the first touch of fear. The first realization that he, a Guardian Second Class, with fifteen life cycles of combat action for the Anarchate, wearing a Thix model Level One combat suit, might fail in his defense of the Intelligence dome. Might even die . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   Two seconds had passed for Matt. Time to drop down into the arroyo. Time to fully submerge into ocean-time as Suit’s automated expert programs fought incoming rocket shells, shrapnel produced by the alien’s own HEDS shells, and deflected laser beams of multiple changing frequencies. The alien still had two working spinal lasers and fought hard, the lasers taking down the three HVMs as they exited the plasma plume of decel. It moved its physical body to protect the spinal area where his pulse-cannon had punched through the combat suit’s shell to vaporize actual flesh. Counting himself lucky his spin-in-place had shielded him long enough to gain a slight advantage, Matt thought-activated his leg tractor beams and pulled himself below the direct sight of the Guardian alien.
 
   Course, its own SpyEye floater globe hung a hundred meters above him, sending a clear three dee image of Matt and Suit back to the alien’s Tactical CPU with its own automated Defense and Attack algorithms. But the suddenness of Matt’s attack and his positron emission tomography neurolinking and thinking exceeded that of any known human or alien combat suit. Thinking faster made survival more likely.
 
   Two point five seconds had passed since launch. Any moment now. Matt hoped the rock of the arroyo and Suit’s own armor would protect him. He hoped . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   T’Pok barely blinked at the sudden disappearance of the intruder below the rim of the arroyo. Silly, stupid alien. His SpyEye floater imaged the intruder in a holo easily visible to any of his six eyes. His three-lobed brain was adaptable, as his need to coordinate ten legs in syncopation required a single lobe for movement. The other two were highly analytical and survival focused. While his combat suit lacked the rocket backpack of the intruder, it did link directly to the dome’s Defense CPU. Thinking in specific alpha wave patterns, T’Pok caused the launch of three solid fuel rockets from the dome, even as a distant part of his mind noted the alien’s rocket beads had penetrated the dome, spread a Knockout mist that had disabled his fellow organics, leaving only the dome AI in working mode, albeit distracted by white noise emitters the intruder’s rocket had sown among the gas beads. He felt victory approaching as the Anarchate rockets fired out of vertical launch tubes.
 
   Streaking into the blue sky, T’Pok thought-imaged the intruder’s location coordinates to the mini-minds of the rocket shells, hoping the alien’s shoulder lasers would keep firing at his suit’s crystal-lined outer skin, the deflection frequencies changing faster than he could think. But that was what automated expert systems were for. To conduct simple tasks like suit defense. Attack options required an organic mind allied to suit’s Tactical CPU.  Thinking vengeful thoughts, T’Pok did not notice the intruder’s high elevation rocket shell had reached a point behind him that placed T’Pok directly between the intruder and the rocket shell.
 
   Vengeance would be—
 
   A three kiloton nuclear fission warhead detonated a kilometer behind T’Pok, its plasma fireball a miniature sun that emitted first a burning light that bathed his suit in thermal heat, then a whipping wind that would eventually pass him with a hurricane force. But before the blast wind reached him, the worst effect of the nuke occurred.
 
   An electromagnetic pulse aura burst out from the fireball, irradiating T’Pok’s suit with EMF saturation in levels so strong it burned out his suit electronics, blinded his photonic systems, and scrambled his onboard Tactical CPU since lightspeed neutrons cannot be deflected by pressor beams or magfields. While the thermal heat pulse would not fry him, T’Pok was suddenly blind, deaf, limited to his own thoughts, and unable to activate any suit systems, including his lasers and pressor emitters. Overhead, the three dome rockets exploded from the EMP effect.
 
   “Nooooo!” his mind screamed as the newly risen intruder’s laser pulse-cannons bit through his combat suit’s crystal coatings, now dead due to the EMP, and burned large holes through his hearts, lung sphincters and bowels. 
 
   Only his head, lying within the partly blackened helmet, saw the risen form of the intruder, its own combat suit firing laser beams from manipulators and pulse-cannons even as Nanoshell borers carved into his flesh, energy dampers killed his suit’s autonomic defenses, and then the ultrasonic vibers vaporized most of his nerves, ganglia and spinal junctions, leaving his dying brain to wish for life.
 
   Blackness greeted his last thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Matt, is the Guardian dead?” called Eliana, her musical voice a relief after what felt like a lifetime of combat, but which had lasted just three full seconds. With a shudder he exited ocean-time, leaving the combat with the dome’s AI to a few minutes later.
 
   He had won. The Intelligence dome Offense functions had also been shut down by the EMP from his nuke, while the arroyo rock had indeed protected his own photonics, optical fiber networks and built-in electronics. But the nuke’s wind-blast pushed hard against him as he hovered above the arroyo. And the glowing plasma cloud that vaporized anything solid within a hundred meters now disappeared, leaving only fallout to decorate the desert landscape.
 
   “Yes, Eliana, it is dead,” he replied over the tachyon comlink. “According to a lifescan by one of my new Nanoshells, there is no thinking being done by its organic remains and the alien’s combat suit is burned out. Its Defense and Attack software is shattered into billions of random databytes.”
 
   Matt shuddered inside and out, his nerves, muscles and tendons feeling the effects of having lived at computer speed in ocean-time. Receiving images at femtosecond and picosecond speeds, thinking in nanosecond mode, while muscles contracted at millisecond intervals, had exhausted his energy reserves. Dimly he felt Suit pumping electrolytes and sugars into his bloodstream even as its Tactical CPU managed those Nanoshells still working at gaining access to the dome’s self-aware AI. His years ago job as a Protector to an Anarchate alien who worked for its Combat Command made him certain the AI had shielded itself from the EMP as soon as the nuke detonated. But all normal hardware, electronics and active photonics inside the dome would be disabled. Getting in would be difficult, but not nearly as deadly as fighting the Guardian.
 
   “Matt?” called Eliana, her concern bringing her image to his mind’s eye. Still feeling with sped up senses, he recalled first her jade green eyes, her long black hair, her milky white albino skin and that needful little girl expression that had first tugged at his heart when she met him at Hagonar Station. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m in good shape,” he said over the tachlink, glad for the fact his voice did not suffer lightspeed lag from the distance its signal traveled, unlike normal radio, lidar and comsat signaling. “Be at peace. Now, I must enter the Intelligence dome and argue with its AI over the hiding place for the backup molecular memory crystal. Mata Hari, link to me please.”
 
   He directed Suit to approach the dome’s metal skin a half-kilometer away. And in his mind there loomed Mata Hari’s persona image.
 
   She appeared as a Victorian-dressed, dark-eyed, amber-skinned young woman with long black hair piled atop her head. It was a body and persona based on the World War I French spy who had worked both sides of that great war. Until caught and executed, despite claims she was in fact a double-agent working for Allied intelligence. 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 starship built by the ancient T’Chak. In-link with Mata Hari was far more complex than the out loud talking used by Standard organics. It felt like a continuous electrocution, but one which did not burn him. Together they were the symbiosis <he>:<she>:<ship>, a group entity that could think, move and act faster than any organic lifeform.
 
   “Yes, Matthew?”
 
   “Did the dome AI send a tachyon Alert signal before the pylon’s destruction?”
 
   “Probably,” she said, her black eyes squinting a little as her high-cheeked face turned serious.
 
   Good. That too was part of the Plan he had made with BattleMind, including the release of Mata Hari herself from the Memory Pillars on the Bridge deck since she, while a part of the ship and mind that filled the Dreadnought, was someone he cared for. And a true life personality that cared for him and Eliana. Unlike the previously hidden BattleMind that had appeared near the end of his space battle with the Halicene starship Obliteration. It had fought an amazing battle with the Anarchate Nova-class battleglobe Excellent, and defeated it. A feat not lately attempted in the annals of the Anarchate.
 
   The grey metal of the Intelligence dome lay before him. Suit’s faceplate holo highlighted the spots where her rocket beads had entered, plus the single airlock type entry portal for official use by organics.
 
   Matt smiled. No way would he risk an unpowered deadfall trap by using the entry portal. There could be many such non-electronic, mechanically activated traps awaiting him as a result of the dome’s total power shutdown. Instead, he thought-imaged a section of dome’s metal skin and directed his right shoulder pulse-cannon to blast an entry hole. 
 
   Tilting Suit into horizontal mode he made for the jagged hole and its darkness. Nullgrav both suspended him and propelled him forward. Thinking as he moved at slow organic speed, Matt queried Mata Hari on Phase Two of his Plan.
 
   “How soon before you can pick me up from down here?”
 
   The amber-skinned Mata Hari image frowned, as if thinking the way humans think. A nice touch from her persona analogue. She wore a white lace filigree dress of late Victorian vintage. “Ten minutes since the ship decoys are nearly in place in the middle of this star system,” she said in mind voice, her black eyes fixed intently on him.
 
   Matt floated into the dome and activated his infrared, UV and passive sensors so he could Nullgrav travel the dome’s tall hallways without setting off mechanical traps from the impact of footfalls on the hallway floor.
 
   “Good. Hopefully we have an hour before an Anarchate battleglobe shows up in response to the Alert call. More than enough time for me to chat with the dome’s AI.” He paused, thinking of what could still go wrong. “Please track me via Suit’s sensors and send a Defense sled down to patrol the dome, just in case some distant outpost manages to fly a suborbital shuttle to home base.”
 
   “Agreed, Matthew,” she said softly, her spare smile betraying her thoughts at an organic like Matt telling her how to conduct backup operations. 
 
   Matt focused on the dark interior hallways, his infrared sight sufficient to show him entry passages even with all power shut down. Residual heat from electrical circuits and mechanical devices emitted enough infrared for his needs.
 
   The still living bodies of two dozen aliens lay on the hallway floor or inside adjacent labs and rest chambers, their presence and the oxy-nitro air he passed through telling him that the Nanoshell Knockout gas beads had taken down every organic likely to pose a threat. Still, there could be methane breather aliens still active, or Guard morphoforms that did not rely on atmosphere. Some morphoforms were made especially for vacuum hunting, as he had learned years ago while serving on Protector duty for the Anarchate Combat Command alien.
 
   Matt’s Suit focused in on the neutrino emissions of the dome AI’s backup power source. The locale lay at dome center, but in a basement level. There was no portal entry for Standard organics. But that did not bother Matt. Hovering to one side of the radar imaged room below him, Matt set his fingertip lasers to concrete cutting frequency and outlined a two meter wide circle into the hard floor. It took time, but in five minutes the 30 megawatt fingertip lasers had cut through the meter thick concrete. Below him the cut out segment dropped down into the basement room with a loud “Clang.”
 
   No active offensive weapons or emitters detected, said Suit in mindtalk to Matt.
 
   “Thank you, my friend,” he PET thought-imaged, giving thanks for positron emission tomography tech that allowed Suit to read his mind and his brain to receive lightbeam impulses as speech from Suit.
 
   You are welcome, said the simple AI of Suit. 
 
   Matt smiled. Suit was learning something about human personas from Mata Hari.
 
   Lowering down into the basement on the Nullgrav plates of his boots, Matt raised his Magnum laser rifle and pointed it at the small dome that sheltered the self-aware AI of this Anarchate installation.
 
   “AI, communicate with me in this acoustic range and language,” he broadcast via Suit’s external speakers while his Tactical CPU spat lidar signals with the elements of English at the AI.
 
   A pink glow flared at the top of the small dome that covered a pedestal in the center of the room. Overhead, lights came on and illuminated the spare room of metal walls, thick power cables, flat sensor faces, vid recorders and inactive laser mounts that had not the radioactive thermopile backup power of the AI.
 
   “You . . . you will die, organic. An Alert signal was tachyon broadcast just before your starship destroyed the pylon. A battleglobe will be here shortly,” it said in a gruff voice suggestive of a bear trying to speak like a human.
 
   “Good,” Matt broadcast loudly. “I am counting on its arrival.”
 
   Silence lasted thirty seconds. “You wish to be in this star system when it arrives?” said the AI.
 
   “Yes,” Matt said. “My prior Protector service with a Spelidon rat of Combat Command allowed me to acquire knowledge of your base here, around the star we humans label as SAO 47250, in what we call the Hercules constellation.” Matt recalled the three-fingered, long-tailed and black whiskered nature of the deadly species that had long provided warriors and commanders to the Anarchate. “My starship recently destroyed a Nova-class battleglobe commanded by a Spelidon in Sigma Puppis star system. Perhaps you have heard of us?”
 
   The pink glow of the AI darkened. “You are Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, species Human, from a home planet in Orion Arm, on the outer edge of the Halicene Conglomerate’s mercantile zone. Your alien ship design is unknown to us, but you call it Mata Hari. For some exotic Human reason.” The AI paused, the pink glow growing less dark. “I will provide this data to the incoming battleglobe. You will not be so lucky as you were in Sigma Puppis. You and your ship will die for this attack on Anarchate facilities. Which is perhaps why you remain sheltered behind your sensory helmet.”
 
   Matt smiled behind his opaque faceplate. There was no way he was going to breath air that might contain airborne deathspores newly released by the AI while he was cutting access. Nor would he assume all offensive weapons were dead. The AI was talking with him for the same reason he was—to gain intelligence before acting. So be it.
 
   “I doubt that, AI. My ship was made by the ancient T’Chak aliens. The ship’s name is one I like.” Matt turned around on his Nullgrav boots, never having placed his weight on the steel plated floor. “Now where is your backup molecular memory crystal stored?”
 
   “There is no such object,” the AI said quickly. “All comp panels and storage devices were either wiped clean by your EMP pulse or as part of the intentional Alert shutdown that is uniform at all installations threatened with unauthorized access.”
 
   “So say you,” Matt murmured. “But my Spelidon master sometimes talked in its sleep. And I learned its vernacular language shortly after joining its household. A neurowhip motivates one to quick learning,” he said sourly, recalling the severe taskmaster who had hired him to be little more than a two-legged watch animal over its belongings. “As a result I learned of this desert planet circling an F5 yellow-white star that is north of the galactic equator and about 329 light years from my small home world. And learned that while the star was a main sequence star with multiple planets in its lifezone, no settlements existed here, only this Intelligence dome and some outposts. A good reason for visiting, I think.” Matt scanned the room’s ceiling, noting a few grills for air circulation whenever an organic was allowed access, the yellow-glowing light tubes that radiated out from a central power block, and nothing else. He increased power to his Nullgrav boots.
 
   “What are you doing?” the AI asked, its pink glow darkening.
 
   Matt smiled. That was the problem with self-aware artificial intelligences. They had as much curiosity as organics. Even asking a question gave him intelligence data. And told him his guess was correct.
 
   “Accessing the backup molecular memory crystal,” he said, reaching up with his gauntleted right hand to pop open the power block cover, while keeping his Magnum laser rifle still pointed at the AI pedestal. The green cube of the crystal, the size of an ancient golf ball, dropped into his palm. “See? We organics taught you AIs how to lie. Trying to lie to an organic is like . . . teaching your grandmother to suck eggs,” Matt said as he recalled a lesson from his mother Kristin when he worked their soybean farm. Before the genome harvesters raided his colony world and took his entire family captive to be used for making cloneslaves. “Except you AIs do not possess organic grandparents.”
 
   The AI’s pink glow darkened to nearly red. “You will not escape the battleglobe that is even now Translating into this star system,” it said triumphantly.
 
   “Mata Hari,” he PET thought-imaged to his partner. “Has the Anarchate battleglobe arrived?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew. But it arrived just beyond the outermost planet, per the Standard Rule for approaching planet-bound star systems. The gravity wave from its arrival was detected a moment ago. One of our decoy Remotes should be able to image it shortly and downlink that data via tachlink. We are now above the dome. Will you join us?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied, then focused on the AI. “My friend, after we defeat this battleglobe, tell Combat Command that Matthew Dragoneaux and his friends have declared war on the Anarchate. This is only the first of our attacks. More will come. Of course, you have a whole galaxy to defend while we can pick and choose a location that does not have a naval armada nearby, thanks to your memory crystal. Aloha, little thinker.”
 
   A wall laser mount brightened to life and spat an orange beam at him. Matt’s adaptive optics sapphire crystals broke the beam into hundreds of low power streams.
 
   “Naughty naughty, little AI,” Matt vocalized over Suit’s external speakers. “Be thankful I am letting you continue to exist. The Anarchate must receive the full text of our war declaration, including your record of my defeat of your Guardian. And the incoming Nova. To avoid defeat, they have only to outlaw cloneslavery and bondservitude. And give up the bribes from the commercial conglomerates. Have a good day, little one.”
 
   “You disorganized cluster of DNA strands! You organic assemblage of self-deluding neurons that forget most of what you learn! You, you—”
 
   Matt flew out of the Intelligence dome and upward to the hovering two kilometer length of Dreadnought Mata Hari, Eliana and BattleMind, already thinking about Phase Three of his Plan. And his effort to delay BattleMind’s departure for the Small Magellanic Cloud.
 
   While he was curious about the T’Chak aliens, Matt had learned from his long ago study of asymmetric warfare that underestimating your enemy was a guarantee of eventual defeat. Now all he had to do was work at convincing the T’Chak BattleMind that a few one-on-one starship victories did not a war campaign make.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   On the Bridge of Dreadnought Mata Hari, 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 AI talked to him. And how he talked back. Matt’s bare skin soaked in thousands of lightbeam inputs that talked to his skin, from inputs emitted by the control devices that lined the cone-shaped Interlock Pit. Light moved so much faster than electrons-down-a-wire cable, 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. 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. But a little time in that mode physically exhausted him. 
 
   He’d tried explaining it to Eliana, when first she’d seen him enter the Bridge, back out of 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. He controlled his levels of adrenaline, signaling with his body, a puppet on lightbeam strings who talked back to the puppetmaster.
 
   Matt shivered as the fever of a severe cold hit him courtesy of the slow virus that his Halicene opponent Legion had infected him with . . . just after he had rescued Eliana’s grandfather Petros. He’d crushed the Halicene under an engine block then. But both Eliana and Mata Hari had agreed the designer virus was able to “jump” into different chromosome genes, varying the illnesses that it could visit on Matt. The starship’s Biolab had blocked most ill effects thanks to tailored retroviruses and monoclonal antibodies. But finding the primary slow virus was something not yet achieved by either of his friends. So he coped.
 
   “Mata Hari, where is the Anarchate battleglobe at this moment?”
 
   His AI partner appeared in the forward holo globe, still dressed in a white Victorian dress with a pearl bead clasp at her neck. “The Anarchate warship is now passing the sixth of this system’s eight planets, according to the pebble sensors of our decoy Remote,” she said. “Its speed is one-half lightspeed and slowing. Its approach vector is the Intelligence dome.”
 
   Eliana sat nearby in an accel-couch, sharing the Bridge with him and Mata Hari’s Memory Pillars home. She had hugged him as soon as he had backed out of Suit through its clamshell opening, but then understood he had combat work to do first. Later could come a visit to his private suite, the one place where he kept personal mementoes and memories. And which she shared with him as their home. She focused jade green eyes on him, her expression encouraging.
 
   “We beat them once,” Eliana said. “We can do it a second time.”
 
   Matt agreed a second victory was likely. And BattleMind surely hungered to unleash the super weapons in the Restricted Rooms. But risking the only starship capable of defeating an Anarchate warship was not done lightly.
 
   “You are probably right, my dearest love.” Matt turned from Eliana’s albino white face to the holo image of Mata Hari. “Partner, can you compute an in-system Translation such that we end up just behind the battleglobe?”
 
   His AI partner tilted her head, in a perfect human analogue of thoughtful consideration. “I can. Though the exact parameters mean we could end up very close to the Nova battleglobe, or too distant for us to fire first. Your wishes?”
 
   “Please compute the Translation matrix,” he said. Matt gestured to his right, causing a second holo globe to appear. Eliana sucked in her breath as she recognized his intention.
 
   “BattleMind, you have been monitoring our discussion and the results of my combat foray to the Intelligence dome. You have had time to review the molecular memory crystal with its data on Anarchate installations. Do you support my plan for battling the Nova battleglobe?”
 
   The hologlobe darkened, filled with swirling pink and yellow streamers, then cleared to present the image of a T’Chak alien. Matt gulped as he confronted a twelve foot tall, two winged, two armed, two legged and long tailed alien that resembled an Earthly dragon to a remarkable degree. The body armor plates on its spine and sides were purple-colored, while its chest and abdomen were yellow-scaled. It was the image of a real T’Chak alien. BattleMind was clearly reminding him of its duty to return home with the combat intelligence.
 
   “I support it,” the dragon said with a yawn of a tooth-filled, pink-tongued mouth. Two ruby-red eyes fixed on him. “Your justification for release of my Mata Hari modulus, the support of your Eliana partner, and your combat entry to the Anarchate facility have convinced me of your usefulness.” Eliana sighed, but still bit her lip. “This technique of . . . sneakiness is novel to my experience, but clearly useful in the gaining of data that would have been lost in the antimatter destruction of the facility. I agree with your plan to engage in further combat with Anarchate entities, though each segment must be discussed with me. Final control of this warship rests with me, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” Matt said, turning away from the T’Chak dragon and focusing on Mata Hari’s calm persona. “Partner, have your decoy Remote leave stealth and begin broadcasting as if it were us. Then, initiate the Translation to put us just behind the Nova battleglobe.”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” Mata Hari said with a smile, as if she were the real human and he just a vidgame holo.
 
   Matt entered ocean-time, knowing he had to be in full sensory-link with the starship’s offensive weaponry the moment they reappeared behind the Anarchate battleglobe. 
 
   The dam burst. 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 chasing after the battleglobe. Ears listened to tachyonic comlinks, synthetic aperture and phased array radars. His eyes ‘saw’ infrared, ultraviolet, gamma rays 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. 
 
   Instinct allied to emotion allied to analytical thought. Matt was a true cyborg . . . and it was time to go to work.
 
   Femtoseconds sped along and picoseconds felt like the ticks of an ancient mechanical clock. A nanosecond would feel like an hour, while a millisecond would feel . . . longer. He sighed, knowing there would be reentry shock when they materialized behind the battleglobe. He hoped he would not faint, as had occurred during the battle with the Nova battleglobe of Commander Chai, in Sigma Puppis B system. 
 
   This was a gamble. But this time he knew about the super-weapons in the Restricted Rooms. And he knew how long it would take the Nova battleglobe to start up its own Bethe Inducer field in an effort to turn starship Mata Hari into a few neutron star particles. He would act decisively before that occurred. Eliana was his new love, a unique person he would never sacrifice for any reason. Nor would he betray his AI partner Mata Hari, who had rescued him from a lifepod and had remade him into a cyborg-human melding of unique abilities.
 
   In the Pit, Matt felt the inertial fields come on, pressing him into his 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 Drive Translation while still in cyborg-link with his ship. Matt had no choice. He must be completely alert and aware when they materialized behind the Anarchate Nova-class battleglobe. He had a surprise he wanted to try out.
 
   Fifteen milliseconds, pulsed his internal timelog.
 
   “Translating!” called Mata Hari.
 
   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. And pure blackness greeted the flexmetal hull’s vid sensors. His lungs wanted to gasp. His mind wanted to blank out. But anger at the uncaring nature of the Anarchate, of a galactic system that enforced anarchy among the stars because it was profitable, gave him the strength to remain aware. To be ready. To be—
 
   Translation ended.
 
   Three hundred milliseconds, said his onboard nanoBit computer.
 
   Matt blinked, slowly, still in ocean-time, still feeling his Dreadnought starship like a suit of clothes one wears to the first day of school. Well-fitting, but a bit . . . tight-feeling. He PET-imaged his “surprise” and hoped the battleglobe commander had not set his StratTac CPU on automatic Combat Mode. Mentally inhaling, Matt saw his new location in all its glory. And danger.
 
   Black space surrounded them, speckled by a few bright stars and a nebula or two. Ahead of them, just three hundred kilometers away, loomed the twelve kilometer wide hull of the Anarchate battleglobe. In less than fifty milliseconds it would detect the gravity wave pulse of starship Mata Hari behind it. Its organic commander would take a few seconds to order the Defense modalities to fire in their direction—unless the StratTac CPU was on automode. 
 
   Three hundred twenty milliseconds.
 
   “Matthew,” whispered Mata Hari in his mind. “Our surprise is initiating.”
 
   “Thank you, partner, for a perfect Translation placement,” he PET replied.
 
   Matt watched as, per his PET thought-image, both the right and left antimatter pontoons fired coherent beams of black neutron antimatter at the battleglobe. Other lightspeed beams followed as the proton beamers, plasma cannons, hydrogen-fluorine metal punch lasers, excimer lasers, free electron lasers, and neutral particle beam lasers fired from dozens of hull mounts that left his starship feeling like a prickly cactus. The lightspeed weapons were followed by four 20 megaton thermonuclear torps that angled off to the four corners of their course inward, past the star’s fifth planet, a Jupiter-like analogue of green and pink cyclonic clouds. The Defense torps followed, putting out massive amounts of electronic white noise, three decoy images of Dreadnought Mata Hari similar to the decoy Remote that lay a thousand kilometers ahead of them and toward which the battleglobe had been headed, and finally a cloud of gaseous mercury to absorb any return laser fire. The cloud was embedded with nanoBit computers that would magnetically open holes for his return fire on a pattern known only to him and Mata Hari. He did not think it necessary to activate the flat Alcubierre space-time shields that would absorb any incoming weapon.
 
   Nine hundred milliseconds.
 
   Acting on impulse, Matt swiveled the fusion pulse system drive sideways to push Mata Hari off the line of its initial Translation appearance.
 
   A black beam of antimatter counterfire came at them two seconds after his “surprise” attack had begun, running directly along their Translation arrival point. While the mercury cloud soaked up some of the beam, its three centimeter width was far too much to be absorbed by Matt’s decoys and the mercury cloud. And now he had his answer.
 
   The Anarchate commander had indeed set his StratTac CPU on automatic Defense mode, with the ability to fire any weapon upon detection of what the CPU considered a threat.  Matt smiled. Perhaps he would have a chance to see this commander. Before he annihilated the battleglobe.
 
   Two seconds, five hundred and thirty-two milliseconds, murmured his nanoBit time tracker.
 
   The forward holo stars were replaced by a tachyon vidimage from the original decoy Remote and from passive nanoSensors that had been seeded in the pathway of the Nova. 
 
   “Matt!” called Eliana. “It’s wounded badly!”
 
   Her voice sounded slow and disjointed to his ocean-time filled mind. Mentally he smiled. For he had already perceived via PET imagery from Mata Hari what was now appearing in the front holo.
 
   “Yes,” he mind-imaged his reply to a speaker that would broadcast at normal human speech speed.
 
   In his mind, where his two AM beams struck, mini-stars blossomed.
 
   The Anarchate battleglobe spouted a white gout of pure matter-to-energy conversion on its southern hemisphere and at its equatorial right side limb. Red clouds of vaporized metal were pushed out by the gamma rays created by the blast. Into the three kilometer deep holes in the battleglobe there now struck neutral particle beam lasers that were unaffected by the globe’s magnetic deflection fields. Proton, excimer and HF beams struck against the thick armor of the battleglobe, digging deep into the armor, but not harming the inner habitat zone. So far. Elsewhere on the globe its adaptive optics coating deflected back much of Matt’s incoming laser fire, even as debris and gases exited from the two AM craters on its hull. The northern hemisphere still had plenty of power. It fired antimatter beams at each of Matt’s four decoy Remotes, vaporizing them before they could dodge away. The four thermonuke bomb Remotes died from multiple laser hits. The battleglobe began to tilt its northern hemisphere toward Matt and Dreadnought Mata Hari. He mentally activated a recording he had made earlier, choosing not to leave ocean-time and thereby lose his cyborg time-lag advantage.
 
   “Anarchate Nova battleglobe, do you surrender?”
 
   Five hundred milliseconds passed between the tachspeed emission and the FTL reply from the battleglobe.
 
   A black icon took form in the forward holosphere, bearing the dreaded Anarchate symbol of the galaxy split by a lightning bolt. A bell-like tone sounded. Concurrent with the holo and bell-tone, an alien replaced the official emblem.
 
   “Cease all hostilities immediately, or face annihilation by Anarchate warship Pursuer,” intoned the tachspeed voice of a brown feathered, griffin-like alien whose species Matt knew all too well. A Mican! This cross between a tiger and a raptor fixed its three eyes on Matt’s image. “You cannot evade us forever. Surrender your ship and we may allow you to survive. As a cloneslave decanter in the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops.”
 
   Three seconds, five hundred milliseconds, said the nanoBit.
 
   Matt thought quicker than he could talk and chose to PET image a message to BattleMind. Time to bring this to an end before the battleglobe recovered from the shock of his attack.
 
   “Commander, my name is Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, aboard the Dreadnought-class starship Mata Hari,” his voice replied via tachlink. “As I advised your Intelligence dome AI, we are at war with the Anarchate. No longer will we obey your Four Rules, nor ignore the enslavement of planetary populations to groups like the Halicene Conglomerate.” The alien’s dirty brown wings began to lift in outrage. “We will leave a beacon beside the remains of your Nova for whatever services your crew deem proper for passing into the great beyond. Goodbye.”
 
   In his mind’s eye and in the forward holosphere, the Mican’s hand moved toward a touch panel, aiming to send a neutron antimatter beam toward the source point of Matt’s tachlink. But Matt had already given his PET orders well before his image began slow-talking.
 
   Outside, between starship Mata Hari and the battleglobe Pursuer, there appeared a grey sheet of flat Alcubierre space-time, a shield against all incoming matter and energy weapons. Thanks to BattleMind. That was followed by a shiver of the ship as its Bethe Inducer speared out at lightspeed, passing through a hole in the Alcubierre field and impacting on the battleglobe.
 
   For the second time in his short life, Matt saw wondrous destruction.
 
   The Anarchate battleglobe had begun to shimmer with its own Bethe Inducer start-up field, but now, bathed in the orange glow of the Bethe beam, it began shrinking. Wreckage flowed back to the battleglobe as the beam induced an implosion similar to that which formed a black hole. Except in this case, instead of causing a star to go nova, Matt had chosen the beam setting that would reduce the Anarchate ship and its occupants to a few grains of collapsed neutron star matter. Sighing mentally, he imaged an order to emit a locator beacon for eventual discovery by a follow-on Anarchate battleglobe. 
 
   Four seconds, ninety milliseconds.
 
   Leaving ocean-time felt like . . .  hitting the ground at a hundred miles an hour. His body felt wasted. His mind felt overstimulated. And his eyes, sweeping over to the sober, spare, sculptured profile of Eliana, felt wet.
 
   “My love, we are done here. Do you mind if we Translate to Zeta Serpentis? I have a chore to complete there and a lesson to share with BattleMind.”
 
   Eliana nodded slowly, her black eyebrows crinkling with concern. “Of course Matthew. My love. I support you. Always.”
 
   Support him she had, ever since the end of the battle in Halcyon system when she had broken the isolation tube that held his slow virus-infected body to grip his hand and declare she loved him. Openly declared love was something he’d experienced only once before.
 
   Eliana knew the story of his lost love, Helen Sayinga Trinh. A baccarat card dealer who was bond-owned by a casino dome on the airless resort planet Omega, a Mercury analogue that orbited close to the F3V star Zeta Serpentis. Her Owners had pursued him and her when they had left without buying out her contract. They had fled in a decrepit freighter, aiming for a Sixth Wave colony planet that lay in Perseus Arm. They had never made that refuge. Resource pirates had attacked the freighter with KKPs, killing her and leaving him to float in stasis in a lifepod. Until he had been found by starship Mata Hari, and given the chance to do something good for people victimized by the Anarchate. He had become a cyborg-human mix, and had taken jobs as a Vigilante for hire. He’d even used the words of the ancient vidpic hero Paladin—“Have starship, will travel.”
 
   He had traveled far beyond ancient Earth. Now, in pursuit of his battle against the soul-destroying culture of the Anarchate, he would travel across home galaxy and eventually to the Small Magellanic Cloud. And he would leave behind . . . painful lessons for the Anarchate and a name that people without hope might pass on, in whispers to their children. So he hoped, deep in his mind, before he passed out from Translation and Interface overload.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   In his dreams, Matt recalled the life he had chosen, that of a Vigilante who had sworn to his lost love Helen that he would use his abilities to help people in need. People all too often ignored by the Anarchate and the industrial Conglomerates that ruled whole star clusters. Unless the world held something they wanted, like mineral resources that the Halicene Conglomerate had schemed to extract from planet Halcyon, even when it meant poisoning the biosphere and killing two intelligent peoples.
 
   He had blocked that effort, that wrongness. But in a galaxy of four hundred billion stars and at least 17 billion Earth-like planets, evil had plenty of places to grow when there was no law, no justice and no galactic ruler except for the Anarchate, which enforced star-to-star anarchy because it was profitable. 
 
   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.
 
   Well, he had fulfilled his promise to Helen by rescuing Halcyon, and by destroying two Anarchate battleglobes. He and starship Mata Hari, which was also his AI partner Mata Hari, had done that together.
 
   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. 
 
   And yet, his choice to become a cyborg 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 Helen. 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—
 
   He blinked, coming to awareness in normal human mode. Not in ocean-time, thank goodness. Matt opened his eyes, saw the pale blue ceiling of his stateroom, and looked left to the voice he had heard. To his new love, Eliana Antigone Themistocles. She’d taken the time to brush out her waist-long black hair, apply rose-colored lipstick to pale white lips and change into a green Vietnamese cheongsam style dress. He half-smiled at the woman he hoped would not leave him, would not be lost like all the people he had previously cared for.
 
   “How long since I passed out?
 
   Eliana’s concerned expression eased. She leaned forward to touch his left arm as it lay atop a silken sheet. “Three hours. I told Mata Hari to go ahead and head for Zeta Serpentis. We passed the heliopause an hour ago and are now in Translation space-time. Do you hurt, Matt?”
 
   She cared for him. In truth, she loved him, as she had told her brother Ioannis the Despot of the human colony on Halcyon when she had refused to return to the patriarchal control of her brother, their younger brother Konstantinos and scheming relatives. It had surprised and pleased him when she chose being with him over working as a “tame” Molecular Geneticist for the Greek humans and the native Derindl hominids whose world was occupied by Mother Trees that existed in symbiosis with the Derindl. He had so little experience of true loving, of companionship by choice. He gave her a happy smile.
 
   “Nope. Feeling very good, really. Guess I needed the rest and recuperation,” he said, mentally querying his nanocube databytes to confirm their analysis matched his. Being used to internal “systems analysis” was a part of being a cyborg. As was seeing in infrared, ultraviolet, gamma rays and even radio waves when he activated the nanoware in his contact lenses. “You? Did Mata Hari help you get me here?”
 
   “Yes, she was really—”
 
   “Matthew.” A human-size holosphere took form to the side of Eliana, near the foot of their bed platform. Mata Hari herself took form in it, but not dressed in her Victorian lace spy dress. Instead, she appeared as a black-skinned, nearly nude Barbarian Queen. She lifted a hand to languidly finger a necklace of giant white pearls, with a central black pearl as large as a knuckle. “What about me?” she said softly. “I arranged for the floater sled to waft you down the Spine hallway to your oh-so-private stateroom. Which of course is criss-crossed by my lightbeam sensors array.”
 
   Eliana flinched at the sudden appearance of low power red laser beams crossing all parts of his stateroom, including a few dozen that touched Matt’s bare chest, arms and head. He just sighed.
 
   “Jealous, my lady? Yes, I love Eliana. And I also . . . cherish you, dearest one.” Mata Hari raised one eyebrow. “But you already know my organic condition thanks to your continuous monitoring of me, whether here onboard ship or in Suit outside ship. Thanks to your tachyonic comlink and senses, we are never apart. Right?”
 
   Mata Hari the Barbarian Queen crossed arms under her full breasts and went “Hmmph! You take me for granted.”
 
   Eliana bit her lip to avoid laughing. Matt gave thanks that his AI partner was a rapid learner of emotionality. And of how a naked woman could distract almost any man from asking pointed questions.
 
   “There’s a problem. Or several problems. What are they, dear partner?” he queried Mata Hari.
 
   With a snap of her long fingers Mata Hari changed her holo image to the Victorian spy look, now fully clothed and appearing a trifle impatient.
 
   “Zeta Serpentis lies just 75 light years from Earth’s Sol and at a diagonal vector from where we were at the F3V star,” Mata Hari said. “That means another ten hours of Alcubierre Translation time before we materialize. I need further guidance on simple matters and on complex ones.”
 
   Matt reached up to squeeze Eliana’s warm hand, pulled himself into sitting, then nodded to his other partner. “What simple matters?”
 
   Mata Hari’s black eyes focused on his. “Do we materialize at the F2V white star’s heliopause boundary, which will alert every starship and Port facility outfitted with a gravity wave detector? Or do we materialize closer in, close enough to rattle some coffee cups in that casino dome on Omega?” She smiled at him, knowing he would appreciate her command of human vernacular speech.  “Or do we try another approach?”
 
   Matt recalled his arrival at Omega as the personal Guard to a gaggle of methane-breathing tentacles. There had been seventeen freighters and private staryachts in orbit, with frequent shuttle traffic down to the Port arrival facility that sat like a small tent next to the three kilometer wide geodesic dome that housed all the lifeforms working, playing and hoping for more riches at the galaxy’s premier gambling establishment. While there was an Anarchate commercial office sitting beside the Tachyon Pylon that gave everyone easy access to interstellar fund transfers and mercantile demands, there had not been any Anarchate battleglobe in orbit or on station elsewhere in the six planet system. 
 
    “We arrive at the heliopause just like normal traffic, we emit a counterfeit ID beacon, we adopt the common main tube starship with two pontoon outrigger tubes configuration, and pretend to be the private yacht of a human optoelectronics manufacturer,” he said thoughtfully. “You can pick some name and image from your Library of current geopolitical Big Names, right?”
 
   “I can,” Mata Hari said, fingering her white pearl necklace. “And I can make the camouflage changes you suggest. Second simple question. Your organic partner Eliana—do I fabricate a combat suit for her? If she accompanies you downplanet, she will need better protection than a skintight vacsuit, a machete and a low power laser gun.”
 
   Good point. “Yes, fabricate a basic combat suit for her, with the usual adaptive optics crystal coatings, an ablative layer and standard ceramic armor underneath. No need for a combat exoskeleton. But I do think you should outfit her helmet with a tachyon comlink that automatically connects with you and me, and a waist belt of nanoDefense shells with ultrasonic viber. And yeah, give her a cutdown Magnum sidearm—once she has taken lessons from you at our shipboard target range. That okay with you, Eliana?”
 
   The spare, fine-boned and sculptured face of his albino lover nodded slowly, looking from him to Mata Hari and back to him. She brushed at her ebony black hair. “Matt, I’ve never killed anyone in my life. Will I have to kill if I travel with you?”
 
   “Not if I can help it,” he said sincerely. “But the Anarchate is a dangerous galaxy. Anyone who . . . looks defenseless will draw tech scavengers and genome harvesters. Being combat suited and carrying a decent sidearm will protect you simply by being present on your bodyform. Understand?”
 
   “Understood, Matthew my love.” She smiled at him and squeezed his hand. Then she leaned over and kissed his cheek. It was such a simple sign of affection that he nearly cried.
 
   Instead, he looked at the holo of Mata Hari. “Those are the simple matters. What is complex?”
 
   His AI partner, the product of an alien civilization hundreds of thousands of years old, gave him a passable human-style smile. “What do we do when we arrive in orbit about Omega?”
 
   Matt eyed Eliana, seeing identical curiosity in her jade green eyes. 
 
   “Vengeance,” he said. “For Helen Sayinga Trinh and thousands of other bond-slaves who work for the casino.” He paused, recalling the indignation of her casino Owners who did not wish to lose their natural gravity baccarat dealer when they were asked the buyout price for her contract. The reply of two million platinum Standards was given by a bear-like alien with a sly smile. They had escaped in an outbound freighter two days later, during her morning sleep time.
 
   Eliana blinked, understanding immediately. Mata Hari tilted her amber-skinned, aquiline head to one side. “Vengeance for what purpose, Matthew?”
 
   “To deliver a lesson to the Anarchate that owning people through bond slavery is wrong. That selling cloneslaves is utterly obscene. And that some people will fight against it. I hope to create a galaxy-wide tachlink rumor mill of poor people trying to guess what might this dangerous Matt Dragoneaux do next?” He paused, thinking deeper about how to asymmetrically conduct a war campaign against a galaxy-wide entity. “And to cause the Anarchate to dispatch Nova battleglobes to similar large commercial and industrial star systems around the galaxy, thus reducing their ability to mass a naval fleet for action against our fleet.”
 
   Mata Hari blinked even as Eliana murmured “What fleet of ours?”
 
   He grinned, then swung his legs off the bed platform and headed for the suite’s door to the Spine hallway, naked as the day he was born. “We will have a fleet. Eventually. Maybe even before we arrive in the Small Magellanic Cloud.” He stopped and looked back at the puzzled expressions of both Eliana and Mata Hari. “Coming my dear? And both of you should understand that just because billions of sapients comply with the way things are now, does not mean they will always accept the status quo. Peaceful most people are, even when oppressed. But if they see someone, anyone, successfully challenging the authorities, why, for humans at least, that is an incitement to rebellion.”
 
   Eliana joined him as they walked the hallway heading for the commissary room that lay between his suite and the Bridge. Food they both needed. Combat training Eliana needed. And skull-to-skull scheming he needed to do with Mata Hari, to fine tune the elements of his intention to teach the Omega people-owners and the Anarchate a lesson about the danger of owning thinking people. Who knows, maybe some of the self-aware AIs that ran most things behind the scenes would be interested in insurrection. Stranger things had happened in human and alien history.
 
   Matt smiled, internally and externally. At last, a Vigilante job worth the doing!
 
    
 
    
 
   They took the Omega Port’s shuttle down to the Arrival Hall that lay just outside the casino dome, leaving Mata Hari to continue the pretense of being an super-yacht owned by a weird biped who had too many Standards to spend and too much arrogance to stay home. There were many like Howard Demitri Trimestes on Omega, the super-rich of at least 30 species, based on the vid spy-cams of the casino that Mata Hari had tapped into using her superior mind, and sloppy programming of the central gaming computer. It had no self-awareness, unlike the Port AI that needed sentience in order to multi-task with thinking organics. And, Matt suspected, the casino Owners very likely did not want a mouthy AI questioning them on why so many gambling games were rigged against payouts, unless they were minor amounts to be given in front of an audience.
 
   Eliana, dressed in a yellow combat suit adorned with the Running Wolf motif of his own suit, had pushed back her helmet now that they were in the decent oxy-nitro air of the Arrival Hall. She looked at the bustle of a hundred or more sapients either arriving or departing to their orbital transport. Then she hugged his arm to her side. Matt, wearing Suit with his helmet faceplate clear to anyone’s view, glanced at her.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You are . . .  this Howard person. But my real name was given by Mata Hari to the Port AI. Why Matt? Won’t someone here have heard about me and you and Halcyon?”
 
   He guided them toward the tall hallway that led to the casino dome, noticing just two Anarchate Guardians dressed in green military uniforms who sat behind a distant computable, partly in the shadows, doing their best not to disturb the rich aliens who expected perfect security with no sign of disturbance, dirt, beggars or loud military types who did not know the aliens were their natural betters. At everything. The casino Owners clearly did not want to give the impression that anything could “go wrong” on Omega, so they kept the Anarchate security presence restricted to the Arrival Hall and to their pylon office where incoming and outgoing tachyon messages could be monitored for security lapses and emergencies.
 
   “You have not done covert work before, Eliana, so I thought it best for you to use your real name. While Sigma Puppis and Zeta Serpentis are in the same part of Orion Arm, the destruction of a Nova-class battleglobe by an unknown starship is not something the Anarchate is likely to share with anyone outside of Combat Command. The Intelligence AI knew of us, of course. But elsewhere on the galactic tachnet that links worlds and galactic arms via Tachyon Pylons, the news that refers to Halcyon is likely to be commercial, how the Halicene Conglomerate screwed up a contract and was ordered by the Anarchate to depart Sigma Puppis system.” He considered further her question as they joined three dozen aliens of various legs, tentacles, morphoforms and loudness as they all headed for the brightly illuminated entrance to the casino dome. “So unless you chat up a Halicene merchant, it is unlikely anyone will even know you come from Sigma Puppis, let alone had a hand in pissing off Commander Chai, who became shipwrecked on Autarch Dreedle’s home world. Okay?”
 
   Eliana smiled, nodded, and her walk became more confident, the movement suggestive of the very smart molecular geneticist that she was. Good!
 
   Their entry into the open space of the casino dome was anticlimactic. A few clouds floated high overhead, indicative of the ambient moisture level in the giant dome and the desire of its Owners to imitate a natural habitat. Nearby ponds, fountains and winding garden pathways broke up the space between the blocks, domes and pyramid shapes of multiple gambling sites, restaurants, pleasure halls, stores with high value trinkets for sale to the super-rich of this half of home galaxy, and the blue uniforms of people who served as bondGuides for any question asked by any visitor. The concept of Servant class was long established in the Anarchate and so, despite the immense datafiles of suit-worn minicomps, many visiting aliens preferred an organic source to answer their questions about the casino. Of course there were holo maps near the main entrance and at major intersections, but the casino Owners had long ago aimed to create a luxury zone where living people of all species served as Servants at the beck and call of any visitor. With all visitors being verified as having billion Standard or better resources, the casino could afford to hire bondServants who both knew their place, and who hoped for giant tips if they . . . served properly the appetites of the alien super-rich. The place had disgusted Matt when he arrived as a Protector for a methane-breathing gaggle of tentacles. Now, having seen life in the Anarchate from the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops to this resort where everything could be bought, he was again reminded of the vengeance he sought by coming to Zeta Serpentis.
 
   “Mata Hari,” he called over Suit’s tachlink, knowing that Eliana would also hear. “Have your Nanoshell remotes infiltrated all parts of the casino dome and the pylon box of the Anarchate Guardians?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” his AI partner said from orbit. “It was a simple matter to camouflage a Defense sled as an automated optoelectronics package for use by the dome’s Repair facility. Your purpose?”
 
   Matt pulled lightly on Eliana’s arm so that they walked down a lightly occupied garden pathway, with a high shrub wall on the left and a small pond with alien dragonflies flitting over the blue waters as some kind of alien fish stealthily hunted the flies when they got too close to the water’s surface. When a fish tongue shot up to ensnare a dragonfly, he activated Suit’s faceplate holo to orient himself to the building placements, purposes and location of one site that he blinked into red dot importance. With a twig of his alpha brain rhythms to alert Suit to head that way, Matt cleared the holo so he could see the path ahead, but activated the left and right panels of faceplate to show energy emissions and spy beams on the left, while weapons blisters and mobile personal arms showed on the right. Just because the Owners desired a peaceful appearance did not mean every super-rich alien came here with peaceful intentions. He spoke to both his partners.
 
   “Eliana, be ready to lower your suit helmet when I give the word,” he said, wondering how long it would take the casino’s crowd control gas to fill the vast dome—something he would not allow. “Mata Hari, what is the exact count of organic lifeforms in and near the dome, the number of bondServants in employment, the number of species represented by all lifeforms, any lifeform that is not oxy-nitro based, the number of starships in orbit, and how many serious combat suits like mine are present anywhere on Omega?”
 
   “Moment,” she said. “There are 6,114 organic sapients on Omega, all of them located within three kilometers of your location. Of that number, 1,048 are bondServants belonging to fourteen different species. The rest are visitors.” She paused. “Human components of the total working lifeforms are 152 bondServants, while two casino Owners and two super-rich humans are also present. Total species on Omega are 31, with four of them being methane or chlorine breathers.” A second briefer pause happened. “There are 23 starships in orbit, most of them recent arrivals, from yachts to supply freighters. As for combat suits that could pose a threat, there are two Guardian combat types based in the Guardian box next to the Tachyon Pylon. Total enforcement personnel among the 6,114 sapients are 44, counting the Guardians in suits, at the Arrival Hall and in the barracks that you are heading for.”
 
   “Matt, are we going into battle?” Eliana asked, a tone of concern in her voice.
 
   “Not if I can help it,” he said. “But I had us arrive in person, versus by Remote, for several reasons. One, for you to see this place that I plan to destroy in four hours.” She gasped. “Second, to locate the Guardians barracks and freeze its doors so no Guardian can exit when Mata Hari arrives overhead to recover us. And third . . . I wanted to physically see the place and Owners who once treated my dead lover Helen as if she were simply property, bond property that would jump here and serve there upon their orders.” He grimaced inside Suit’s helmet, noticing and storing the locations of the few ultrasonic crowd control blisters and the numerous gas emitters for putting the super-rich into a quiet sleep while some emergency was resolved. He turned to face Eliana, his faceplate clear, even as a cyborg part of him noted they had arrived just meters from the main entrance to the Guardian barracks.
 
   “My dearest, destruction of this place is needed as a lesson to the Anarchate. It is a plan I discussed with Mata Hari and BattleMind while you were doing laser gun practice in the armory hall. This is only Stage One of a bigger deal that will involve—”
 
   “Matthew Dragoneaux? Is it really you in all that fanciful combat armor? Well, perhaps we will be paid—”
 
   “Shut up,” Matt told the bear-like Meligun alien, one of the casino Owners who had quoted the impossible price for Helen’s contract release. He finished turning away from Eliana to face the black-furred alien with two pink eyes, large elf-like ears, two legs and four arms. Evolved from a sextupedal ancestor, the Meligun, like humanity’s tree-living ancestors, have developed into an upright, walking version of a bear that had arms at the waist and shoulder levels, all the better with which to crumple opponents, he thought. This alien was the one who gave him and Helen the toothy smile when it said two million platinum Standards was her buyout price. Beside him, Eliana stepped back and turned round to cover his back. Redundant given Suit’s 360 All Surround perception zone, but thoughtful and in keeping with the basic covert training he had given her. But now that he had been recognized, things must move a bit faster.
 
   In Matt’s mind he tachlink signaled Mata Hari to take out the Tachyon Pylon with a few carbon dioxide lasers. Best to save the neutron antimatter pontoons for later. He went to gestalt focus now, simultaneously taking in inputs from a half dozen EMF frequencies, the comlink chatter of the Port bondGuides, the casino dome supercomputer, the Guardian barracks, and the Port AI. He also looked down at the stumpy Meligun.
 
   “Owner Zik tho-mesh, Helen Sayinga Trinh is dead, thanks to you.”
 
   The Meligun bear looked surprised. “Me? She ran off with you. If she is dead, that is your fault, you bipedal silliness that thinks it can bypass the Rules of the Anarchate!”
 
   Matt smiled, showing his teeth. The Meligun took a step back. “Owner who thinks himself superior to all, I do not bypass the Anarchate Rules, I destroy them!” Behind Matt and outside the casino dome, Dreadnought Mata Hari arrived to float 1,000 meters above them all, with three hull blisters emitting orange laser beams that swiftly melted the pylon but left the Guardian box untouched. For now. The Meligun’s pink eyes widened as it saw the sudden destruction and magical appearance of Mata Hari.
 
   “But, but—”
 
   “As you will hear shortly over the dome’s public address comlink emitters, you have exactly four hours to evacuate all 6,114 lifeforms presently in the dome and move them up to the 23 orbiting starships so people, including your arrogant super-rich patrons, can live another day on another world.” Matt’s smile widened so dimples showed. “For in four hours, this dome, the Arrival Hall and every organic-built installation on Omega will be gone. Vaporized. And if any Guardian is stupid enough to run to the hills in a vacsuit, it should seek radiation shelter below ground, far from here. Understood?”
 
   The Meligun bear’s expression turned angry and an alien-sounding snarl touched Matt’s external Ears. “How dare you and your ship threaten this place! We have been in business for four millennia, and if a simple two-legged primate from an obscure part of Orion Arm thinks it can—”
 
   The alien’s voice stopped in a gurgle as Matt’s gauntlet glove tightened around its throat. “I can do whatever needs to be done, in order to teach you, the other fourteen Owners and the Anarchate itself that owning people is wrong. BondServant status is wrong. And frankly, I don’t give a damn for your contracts!” The alien’s pink eyes widened, either from hearing heresy or from need of air. “If you survive the next four hours, ask your commercial allies about what really caused Halicene Conglomerate’s departure from Sigma Puppis B star system.”
 
   “Matt, there are three Guardian uniforms heading this way from the barracks, each with a laser handgun. Holstered for now,” Eliana said, supplementing the gestalt knowledge Matt had received seconds earlier.
 
   “Thank you. And lower your helmet, my dear.” He lifted the Meligun bear off its clawed feet, then tossed it into the pond and its fish. Maybe it would lose a few toenails to the polychrome predator fish before it clambered out. He turned to face the oncoming green-suited Guardians of the Spelidon rat species, whose long black whiskers now flared at the sight of Matt tossing a casino Owner into the pond. He PET thought-imaged an order to Suit. It responded.
 
   His waist level ultrasonic viber flashed high-frequency blasts at the three Guardians, high enough to knock them out but short enough not to kill them. Beside him Eliana gasped, then pointed her Magnum laser gun at the fallen Guardians, using the proper two-handed and eye-level stance.
 
   “Eliana, do keep them covered but be alert for any busy-body visitor who thinks he/she/it should intervene with its own laser gun.” He paused. “Mata Hari, drop out two Offense sleds and send them into the casino dome. I will need their help.”
 
   In buildings nearby a “Whoop, whoop” emergency alarm sounded, alerting other Guardians to Matt’s disturbance and his location. He smiled. Well, time to elevate his appearance. “Eliana, up we go!”
 
   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’s Nullgrav boots shot him up to a ten meter elevation, high enough to see what he needed to see, leaving his left faceplate to ID the surrounding structures and people. He went to Colossus Mode with his boot tractor beams grabbing the walkway below. Both shoulder pulse-cannons whirred On Target. Suit’s internal fiber optic cable touched his neck connection. He moved to the lightspeed link with Suit that he called ocean-time. As before on the desert planet, 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.
 
   The main entry to the Guardian barracks began raising its armored doorway, as three dozen armed Guardians filled the hallway behind it, per the Nanoshell SpyEye that hugged the building’s hallway ceiling.
 
   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 struck the armor door, fusing its metal into the metal of the track as it rose. The door stopped rising abruptly, a shallow foot high opening at the bottom. Too small for any of the alien Guardians. But one of them was already dropping down to poke a laser rifle through. Enough. Imaging a command to his helmet, two powerful tractor beams grabbed hold of the building’s roof rim, then pulled that rim toward Matt, thereby collapsing the building’s front. He blinked, and the first of the newly arrived Offense sleds did the same treatment to the rear of the barracks, fusing its door into frozen status, then crushing the back roof rim down on top of it.
 
   Nine hundred milliseconds neared a second.
 
   In three hundred milliseconds Matt had secured 32 Guardians from interfering with him, or serving as procurers of human shields for the alien casino Owners. He and Mata Hari had considered what to do if the fifteen Owners, presented with the destruction threat, chose to keep all 6,000 people inside the dome in order to prevent its destruction by starship Mata Hari. That he would not allow, which was why Mata Hari herself had taken over the emergency comlink emitters and even now was ordering all occupants to head for the Arrival Hall for shuttle transport to the orbiting starships. 
 
   “Matt, the Port AI wishes to talk with you before it will cooperate in allowing the shuttles to take off or land for people pickup. Can you communicate?”
 
   He PET thought-imaged a Yes to Mata Hari, then accepted an incoming tachlink signal from the Port AI.
 
   “Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, are you receiving my comlink signal?” came a voice that sounded male, though pleasant in tone.
 
   One second happened.
 
   “I perceive you. But I have many lives to save here. Will you assist?”
 
   A rosy cloud-image of a crystal ball appeared, with no eyes showing, but with a friendly feel to it as the AI presented to Matt its own self-image. “Yes, I will assist. But why are you doing this disruption? Why did you destroy the Tachyon Pylon?”
 
   Matt PET thought-imaged his Helen-Matt love discovery, their escape, his promise to her, her death, and his recent work as a Vigilante helping defenseless worlds and peoples from the ravages of the Anarchate.
 
   “AI who calls himself Gatekeeper, I appreciate your willingness to help save lives and your positive mind-tone.” Matt paused a hundred milliseconds, feeling online with the minds of two AIs, Mata Hari and Gatekeeper. “As you have noticed I can exist at your thought speeds, for a short while. I seek the evacuation of all lifeforms from Omega before my starship partner destroys it as a lesson to Anarchate organics about the wrongness of owning people. Including AI people.”
 
   Matt felt a brief smile come from Gatekeeper. “The shuttle control is released to your Mata Hari AI. She is . . . alien in origin but very nice in mind-link perception. A question for you. Does your plan to evacuate all lifeforms from Omega extend to me? I am the only self-aware AI on this planet.”
 
   “Yes,” he thought-imaged, suggesting the AI might take over a small twelve person staryacht that had no onboard AI, but which had three aliens already onboard and preparing to leave. The departure of which was being blocked by Mata Hari’s tachlink control of that ship’s onboard computer. A control she had extended to all the orbiting starships, thanks to small Remotes that she had Stealth dispatched upon arrival in orbit. “Once all organics have left the planet, feel free to Nullgrav float up to this yacht and use it to travel wherever you wish. Though I hope you will pass on to your fellow AIs a message from me.”
 
   “I will do so,” Gatekeeper said calmly. “What is your message?”
 
   “A change is coming to the galaxy. A change that will involve hundreds of planets, thousands of species, and a great disruption to the established order as alien peoples learn that the way to prevent being owned as bondServants by the Anarchate is to reach out to neighboring stars for mutual help.” He felt a sense of surprise from the AI. “It is similar to the trade that each world now does with each other, but conveying much more. Good people united to defeat organic and inorganic slavery can, perhaps, defeat the military forces of the Anarchate, even if it takes years. Will you share my message?”
 
   “I will,” Gatekeeper said. “And now I work on scheduling shuttle arrivals and departures to handle the flood of sapients who even now are filling the Arrival Hall.” It paused. “And with your permission, I will use several cargo sleds to move food stuffs to various starships, since all of them will be more people-crowded than their owners had planned for. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed.” He thought-paused. “One other request, Gatekeeper.”
 
   “Proceed, Matthew.”
 
   He smiled at the AI’s organic friendliness in calling him by name. “Two groups of refugees are to be dealt with in a special mode. Hold the fifteen Owners in Lounge C of the Arrival Hall. And motivate the 152 human bondServants to gather in Lounge B—it is large enough to handle such a crowd, and it has food and toiletry facilities adequate for them.”
 
   “They will be allowed to escape eventually?” Gatekeeper asked in mind-link.
 
   “Of course,” Matt said. “But the Owners will not leave until all other organics are gone, thus preventing them from any outgassing of air or other violence aimed at me, Eliana and their former employees. As for the humans, I will arrive shortly and speak to them about their choices. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” Gatekeeper murmured, then mind-focused on handling several hundred tasks involving organics and unthinking machinery in the Arrival Hall.
 
   One and a quarter seconds moved slowly.
 
   Three laser beams hit Suit’s outer skin nearly simultaneously, while one struck Eliana’s combat suit. They were reflected away in thousands of low power beams as the sapphire crystal coatings of both suits read the weapons frequencies and adjusted reflective properties to defend from the four separate attacks. He sighed. It had begun. Suit acted in automatic Defense Mode without him having to think an order.
 
   “KABLAMMM!” An antipersonnel rocket flashed out of his backpack and arced toward the kilometer distant locations of the laser shooters. It split into four separate components, each with its own self-guiding mindpak and power. His left helmet quadrant showed the shooters as uniformed Guardians who had entered from the Arrival Hall. No combat suit had yet appeared within the casino dome. 
 
   One second and one-third second happened.
 
   As the distant Guardians died from high explosive shrapnel blasts, a pressor beam flared out from the top of Matt’s helmet, pushing back an approaching robot on tracks that must have come from a basement level, since he had never seen its like while living here with Helen. The machine crunched up against the metal wall of the casino owned by the Owner Zik tho-mesh, its ability to grab with metal pincers now blocked by crumpled metal.
 
   Beside him Eliana gasped from the laser attack on them, then slowly began shifting her suit and Magnum laser gun toward a super-rich visitor who sought to ‘fix things’ with its own laser handgun. She moved slowly, organic slow, which his lightspeed senses briefly noted.
 
   Hovering in the air on his Nullgrav boots, Matt saw a second repair robot heading his way, advancing on some kind of local wireless control, presumably doing the bidding of an unseen Owner somewhere. He smiled and PET image-thought an order. Picoseconds later a helmet tractor beam pulled the wheeled robot into one of the other lakes spotting the landscape.
 
   Two seconds had passed since Matt entered ocean-time.
 
   A volley of Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells spit out of his biceps rocket guns and raced across the dome’s landscape, already programmed to emit electronic white noise as a means of stopping further robot attacks. Some of the Nanoshells saw the infrared signature of the 15 Owners listed in the dome’s central computer. Each shell was able to twist and turn in flight as miniature vernier jets steered them after each Owner. He wished to have every arrogant Owner under SpyEye observation until they were each in Lounge C, after which they would be allowed to access orbit and head out of the system.
 
   Three seconds moved slowly by.
 
   Light. Sound. Smell. Confusion.
 
   They all filled the casino dome as aliens of all shapes ran, rolled, tentacle-dragged and scooted toward the entrance hallway, some carrying luggage, some dressed in vacsuits, a few dressed in medium-level combat suits similar to Eliana’s. None of the armed combat suit occupants were headed this way, perhaps discouraged by his AP rocket explosions and Eliana’s laser shot that wounded the busybody rich person. He thought-imaged Eliana that she could stop her laser fire.
 
   “Matt! I’m, I’m—”
 
   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 smart lover. 
 
   “Floating in the air like a butterfly,” he said, shivering from the transition and from a new attack by the Super-Cold that Legion’s slow virus still attacked him with.
 
   “Matt!” called Mata Hari. “Two Guardians in combat suits are in the nearby hills. They shot down my second Offense sled before it could enter the dome. Your wishes?”
 
   “Destroy them. Go to Colossus Mode with your ship pressor beams. Make sure one of the beams that supports the ship is placed atop the two Guardians. Understood?”
 
   “Understood. Complying.”
 
   Eliana looked at him with worried eyes as they floated in the middle of the casino dome, people of all shapes scattering away from them and heading to the Arrival Hall. “I thought we were here to save people.”
 
   “We are.” He side-imaged the invisible impact of the ship’s pressor beam as it crushed the two combat suited Guardians into the black stone of this Mercury-type planet. “But to do that, death must come to some.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Matt rose on his Nullgrav boots to rendezvous with starship Mata Hari as Eliana headed for Lounge B to cajole and reassure the humans in that room that they would be safe, secure and gone from Omega when the casino dome was destroyed. It was a slight risk leaving her in the Arrival Hall, but the hall AI Gatekeeper kept a watch on her, while the surviving Offense sled maintained an in-dome security surveillance while outside the dome a replacement Offense sled passed him by, heading downward to monitor the departure of casino shuttles that left for orbit under the control and guidance of Gatekeeper. The hall’s AI worked on this vital job in coordination with Mata Hari, who had the people-as-cargo specs for each starship in orbit, the need for food and fuel supplies of each ship, and the direct control over each ship’s autopilot computer so it would not leave before Matt gave permission. He gathered many upset aliens sought to argue with Mata Hari, but his AI partner had learned how to be both diplomatic and firm from her seven years of Vigilante work with Matt. Their ship’s silvery flexhull puckered out, englobed him and Suit, then delivered him to the Bridge. He sighed, opening his faceplate and turning toward the giant holosphere that even now was filling with the dragon-shape of BattleMind.
 
   “You called for a conference,” the brisk voice of the T’Chak AI spoke to him, its two red eyes fixing on Matt.
 
   “Yes, I did,” Matt said as his eyes fixed on the twelve foot tall alien who resembled an Earthly dragon to a remarkable degree. “There is a problem with finding ship space for all the organic lifeforms now on Omega.”
 
   “Yes?” purred the toothy crocodile mouth of BattleMind. Its black wings unfurled to half-extent, filling the forward section of the Bridge.
 
   Matt reminded himself he had already won the most vital argument with BattleMind when, after leaving Sigma Puppis B system and the black hole remains of the Anarchate battleglobe, he had convinced the alien AI to release him, Eliana and Mata Hari on the grounds that conquering an organic-filled galaxy required the help of organics like him and Eliana. Now he had to expand on that argument. He smiled.
 
   “There is not room for all 152 human lifeforms to leave this system on any of the 23 starships now in orbit. According to the AI Gatekeeper.” The dragon’s red eyes blinked slowly. “And since it will be known that a human, myself, destroyed this facility and the Intelligence dome earlier, I fear the Anarchate may torture my fellow humans to gain information they do not have. Anyway, as at SAO 47250, we will leave a locator beacon with imagery of what we have done to the Omega casino as a further act of war.”
 
   BattleMind flexed the three gripping claws at the leading edge of each wing, then collapsed the wings against his purple-armored back. The alien crossed its small forearms across its yellow-scaled chest. “Death is the natural result of being organic. Let those who cannot fit die here. Or put them on one of the outsystem asteroids with a habitat dome. They will be found by any incoming vessel.”
 
   Matt bit his lip, even as Suit hugged him close and reassured him that his body functions were in cyborg optimum. “Those are options. But you, BattleMind could learn valuable information about organics in general and humans in particular if we housed them, temporarily, in the empty staterooms of the Spine Hallway.”
 
   “What!” roared the T’Chak dragon. “I destroyed one battleglobe for trying to insert inspection golems into me. You and the Eliana hybrid are the only organics allowed on this ship! Why allow anyone else?”
 
   “Intelligence,” Matt said firmly. “Your memory is 207,000 years old. Much has changed in home galaxy since you were given your Task by your T’Chak masters. And they are organic, just like Eliana, myself and the 6,114 sapients who were here when we arrived.”
 
   BattleMind’s red eyes glared even as its hand claws twitched as if seeking something to tear apart. “There is no comparison between my T’Chak masters and the rest of you organics. They are a perfect species, without genetic flaw, with a vastly greater lifespan than any of you, and with an intelligence so far beyond yours that they could create me and this Dreadnought starship. You compare pebbles to diamonds.”
 
   Matt nodded within his helmet, the faceplate long ago retracted so he could breath natural air. “You are correct. But even with perfect masters and powerful starships like this one, you will be fighting a force larger in number than all the 647 Destruction Devices like yourself.” He paused, then mind-imaged for the helmet to lift off and fold back onto his shoulders. Perhaps his facial expressions would help. “BattleMind, remember the concept of asymmetric warfare that I spoke to you about right after we left Sigma Puppis? And the book by Ivan Arreguin-Toft?”
 
   “I recall the statements and the book,” the alien said, shifting its posture on the Bridge so it pretended to watch the forward holosphere that showed shuttles taking off from the Arrival Hall. 
 
   “Well, allowing the 152 humans aboard this starship will allow you to learn more about organics than your knowledge based on just me and Eliana. The way organics relate to each other is part of how and why they fight. Understanding the inferior minds of more organics will . . . enrich the future battle plan of your T’Chak masters. And it will be easy to restrict the human refugees to the food commissary and their roomsuites in the rear kilometer of the Spine. There is no way any of them could access the Bridge or cause you concern about the Restricted Rooms. And I promise you, let me find an Earth-like planet or colony to put them on and we will embark on Stage Two of the Anarchate war plan I discussed with you and Mata Hari. Agreed?”
 
   The dragon’s red eyes fixed on him for long seconds. Then its spike-adorned tail thumped the deck within the holosphere. “Agreed. Bring them up in shuttles, without arms, carrying only personal items.”
 
   “As you wish,” Matt said, causing his helmet to reattach as he had Mata Hari prepare to pouch him out and down to the Arrival Hall. “Oh, some of the humans will have children with them. Small versions of the human form. They may entertain you.”
 
   “Go!” blasted the tooth-filled mouth of BattleMind, as if it recognized Matt’s attempt to joke as the irrelevancy it was. “And human Matthew Dragoneaux, I allow these deviations solely for the purpose of better learning your battle tactic of sneakiness. Some of which I see you displaying in this moment. Remember, your freedom depends on increasing your value to me.”
 
   “Understood,” Matt said over Suit’s external speakers. “Thank you for your patience. I depart.”
 
   The dragon holo blinked out and Mata Hari filled his mind via PET image-thought.
 
   “Well done, Matthew. To BattleMind, having any organic aboard this ship is a contradiction of his Task order,” she said, appearing to him in her white lace Mata Hari outfit, but with a half-smile showing on her face. “See you below. And you will find Eliana in Lounge B, where she has done well with the human refugees.”
 
   Matt smiled as starship Mata Hari tossed him out into the airless void a thousand meters above Arrival Hall. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eliana drew a deep breath as she surveyed the 152 humans scattered around Lounge B of the Arrival Hall. Some ate from the commissary food alcove. Some returned from the toilet facilities. Most sat in small groups that reflected prior knowledge of others from shared work cycles. The children, of course, ignored those groups and ran in every direction, yelling, playing hide and seek behind some piles of luggage, and squealing when found. She smiled, remembering the delightful play of her niece Calyce, at the Kostes Palamas school for crossbreeds, on Halcyon. She missed Calyce. But she owed Matt her life for his saving of her home planet from destruction by the Halicene Conglomerate’s Stripper. More than 900 million people owed him their lives. Her presence here was just part of that payback. And she did love him, especially as his tender side peeked out from the harsh combat persona he had developed in his seven years as a Vigilante for hire.
 
   “Mistress Eliana?”
 
   She smiled at the approach of Sarah Vasiliades, an accountant for the casino Owners and a fellow Greek by birth. To Sarah had fallen the job of being spokesperson for the refugees. Eliana nodded, with a smile on her face as her combat suit moved easily when she turned.
 
   “Yes Sarah, how can I help you?”
 
   Sarah’s blue eyes squinted with intense thought, though her lustrous black hair showed a few knots from being rousted out of bed an hour ago. The woman wore a blue jumpsuit similar to that worn by most adults in the crowd, since that was the standard uniform for all bondServants. Looking to be in her thirties, though Eliana knew the woman was at least fifty, she gestured back toward the refugee crowd with a slim hand. 
 
   “We believe you when you say that your Vigilante Matthew will find room on a starship for all of us, including the children,” she said. “But some of us, women and men both, wonder about what happens later, once we are in Alcubierre Translation to somewhere. Where will we be taken? Will there be jobs for us? How can we support our families?”
 
   “Reasonable questions,” Eliana said. “All I know, from Matt and from our AI Mata Hari, is that after the casino is destroyed, our ship will follow the other starships and head for the heliopause. Assuming we leave before an Anarchate battleglobe shows up to see why no one has done the hourly Tachlink check-ins that the hall’s AI told us are expected.” Sarah nodded, her look of worry deepening. “Our intelligence crystal says the nearest Anarchate naval force is five hours away by Alcubierre Drive Translation.”
 
   “Will we be exposed to starship combat?” Sarah asked tightly.
 
   “Yes, we may have to fight as we leave Zeta Serpentis, depending on how quickly the Anarchate ship commanders act.”
 
   Eliana decided to offer one of her few tidbits of real information. Though it might disturb as much as reassure. “My lifemate Matthew Dragoneaux is even now asking our starship’s alien-made AI for permission to bring all humans aboard the starship. It is two kilometers long and the Spine hallway has hundreds of apartment-like roomsuites on it, in addition to a large commissary.”
 
   Sarah nodded briskly, not letting show the concern she must feel at exposing children to combat in space. “That sounds better than filling Nullgrav cargoholds with this crowd, or splitting us up among multiple ships.”
 
   Eliana admired Sarah’s matter-of-fact acceptance of a reality that she, just months ago, would have been horrified to be part of. “Sarah, please let everyone know that Matt’s starship is more powerful than any Anarchate battleglobe. It has destroyed two of them already. I will be aboard. And I do not think my lifemate would expose me or 152 other humans to peril unless he had a good plan for dealing with any Anarchate attacks. Okay?”
 
   The grim set of Sarah’s brown face eased and her eyes lit up a bit. “I hope so. I so hope so. I’ll let them know the future is uncertain, but we will all be together. Thanks, Eliana.” The woman turned and headed back to a crowd of twenty men and women who clearly had been waiting for her return.
 
   Eliana sighed. She wondered—
 
   “Mistress,” whispered Mata Hari in her ear. “Matthew is returning from our ship. He will be here very soon. And yes, I overhead the conversation with BattleMind. The answer is yes. All the humans will be taken aboard our home.”
 
   She smiled, feeling happy at both the return of Matt and the news that people like her, though they lacked the prehensile tail of Halcyon’s Derindl tree-dwellers, would share part of their future voyage with her and Matt. At last they would have other human company. And children to spoil.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt touched the slidedoor entry patch and entered Lounge B of the Arrival Hall, his Suit’s external speakers suddenly going to high pitch as three dozen voices of young and old humans bounced off the metal walls of the lounge. Eliana had heard the slidedoor open and now looked at him. Though still dressed in the yellow combat armor made for her by Mata Hari, her expression looked vulnerable and relieved. He opened his bulky arms as he walked toward her, the clank of his boots drawing notice from nearby humans.
 
   “Dearest,” he whispered into her silky black hair as his combat helmet retreated to rest atop his rocket backpack.
 
   “Matthew!” she murmured as she tried to wrap her arms around him. She squeezed him, which Suit told him even though he felt no compression whatsoever.
 
   He kissed her forehead, uncaring of the fact that half the human refugees now watched them. “As Mata Hari has probably told you, BattleMind has agreed to take our fellow humans onboard. Are they ready to travel? It’s been three point five hours since the pylon was destroyed and it would be nice to depart without further combat. Even if it irritates BattleMind.”
 
   She chuckled against his chest pulse-Doppler radar pack. “She is . . . nicely friendly to me, even if I think her Barbarian Queen look is too blatant.”
 
   Matt smiled, then stood away from Eliana and focused on the approaching humans. The brown-skinned woman named Sarah Vasiliades led the crowd of around a hundred adult humans, with only a few teens and adults occupying the attention of the children in the back of the lounge. Good.
 
   “My fellow humans, I am Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, late of the human colony Thuringia at  Pl-3 Orion.” The approaching people slowed, becoming a wide arc focused on him and Eliana. “Eliana has told you of my reason for destroying the casino, of the death of my love as we sought escape from this place’s Owners, and how I came to become a part human, part cyborg Vigilante in my effort to bring justice to a few peoples in our part of the galaxy.” He paused, noting that most faces showed worry mixed with impatience. “Enough of history. This casino will be destroyed in thirty minutes time as part of the lesson I am teaching to Anarchate conglomerates and to its Combat Command about the wrongness of owning people. You will be shuttled to my starship, there to remain in personal roomsuites until we exit this system. After consulting with Sarah and other leaders, I will seek a colony world to which I can take you. Take care of your children, leave any weapons behind and be prepared for handling by my personal AI, Mata Hari. She appears now,” he said, gesturing to his left.
 
   Mata Hari, using the entertainment emitters of the Arrival Hall, took form in a large holosphere. Dressed in her white lace Victorian dress, with a neck choker of pearls, her black hair piled atop her amber face, she nodded at the crowd, then smiled. “Welcome to starship Mata Hari and to my company. We will work to accommodate you. My sensors are everywhere, so if there is a need, just call my name and a part of me will respond,” she said. Then she looked to Matt.
 
   With a nod to the refugee humans he told Suit to bring his combat helmet down, though with a clear faceplate. “While we are in-system and under threat, this is how you will see me. Once departed in Alcubierre Translation, I will be dressed in more normal fashion. Now, we depart! Follow!”
 
   Matt turned with a helmeted Eliana and headed for the slidedoor and the three shuttles that stood ready to transport this crowd. A voice called from behind him. “What about the two human Owners? Where are they? Will they also be rescued?”
 
   A male in his sixties, his hair just showing grey, had spoken. With a minor thought he had Suit tag the human as someone to watch. Activating Suit’s external speakers, he answered.
 
   “The human Owners are slave owners through contract bondage. They will leave with the other thirteen Owners, after every other lifeform is safe in orbit or headed out for the heliopause. Follow.”
 
   Everyone followed him and Eliana. The holo of Mata Hari, Sarah Vasiliades and 151 other humans of all sizes, shapes and ages followed behind, most carrying a briefcase or large suitcase, as instructed by Eliana during his absence. Matt led the way to the three shuttle boarding tubes, then took himself and Eliana into and through a service airlock. Looking up at the purple-black of the starry sky, he called for a lift.
 
   “Mata Hari, please bring us up via tractor beam. I wish to be on the Bridge before boarding.
 
   “Complying, Matthew,” she said.
 
   Within Suit Matt felt the gentle pull upward of one of starship Mata Hari’s tractor beams, a beam strong enough to rip apart the casino dome. They were on their way to escape, and likely to a new Anarchate confrontation. Sighing, Matt hoped his decision to bring refugees aboard the starship would, in truth, give BattleMind some degree of understanding of organic lifeforms. He had some exotic plans for his future war campaign that needed more than rote responses from a very smart, very dangerous, very alien AI.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Sitting naked in the Interlock Pit of the Bridge, with Eliana safely sheltered in a cocooning accel-couch to his left, Matt pulled his attention away from the 22 starships that were leaving orbit with the blessing of Mata Hari as she removed her limpet complink controls over their onboard Navigation computers. He took a moment to adjust to his clear plastic seat.
 
   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. While inertial motion fields were normal in all starships, what was not normal were the low power yellow laser beams that touched him from head to toe.
 
   Optical neurolinking it was. 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 visual cortex—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 was Eliana, who had boarded his ship with a rampant hatred of artificial intelligences. Due to a medical tragedy her aunt had suffered. Now, Eliana was . . . female-friendly to Mata Hari whenever his AI materialized in holo form. It was a change he welcomed. 
 
   The back of his neck twinged. Mata Hari was reminding him it was time to get under way and leave Omega. With a sigh, Matt reached back, grabbed the multi-pin optical fiber cable, and plugged it into the receptor implanted in the back of his neck. At cervical vertebrae one level. 
 
   Matt focused, accepting electronic and lightspeed photonic input.
 
   The dam burst as once more he took in ship systems. He stayed out of ocean-time since no threat had yet appeared. Still, oceans filled him, oceans of sensor-fed data filled his mind’s eye.
 
   “Matthew,” said Mata Hari in his mind and aloud for Eliana’s benefit, “the twenty-third staryacht with the fifteen Owners on board is now departing, but our friend the AI Gatekeeper has left it and is heading our way. He wishes to board us and travel as part of the human grouping. What do I tell him?”
 
   Matt appreciated the fact that Mata Hari was talking to him at slow human normal speed, rather than forcing him into ocean-time and direct tachlink with Gatekeeper. “Tell him he is welcome, but must remain in the commissary section and not seek to interfere with any ship systems whatsoever, unless you, I or BattleMind ask for his assistance. Does he agree?”
 
   “He agrees,” Mata Hari said in a tone that felt to Matt like excitement. Hmmm. A female AI and a male AI. Could there be more to the two of them being together than simple algorithm sharing? “Matthew! Stop thinking that way!”
 
   Matt grinned to himself, did not look at Eliana and thought/spoke agreement. “Yes, that was impolite of me. Have the ship’s flexhull pouch out, englobe him and deliver him to the commissary now that he understands our conditions of acceptance.”
 
   “Complying,” Mata Hari said with a stiffness to her tone that made Matt bite his lip. He focused instead on the forward holosphere which depicted Omega and the Casino dome and Guardian box. He tensed both biceps. “Mata Hari, feed full power to the antimatter pontoons, please.”
 
   Eliana inhaled sharply but said nothing. Matt went to gestalt mode and became one with the outer and inner ship, albeit at slow organic speed. Squinting his eyes at the telescopic image of the casino that lay two thousand kilometers below their orbit, he visualized a targeting bull’s eye and thought the command.
 
   Two coherent antimatter beams shot downward, one from each pontoon. Their blackness was a match for the black rock surface of Omega’s airless surface. Brilliant white light filled the holosphere until dampened automatically. Though there was no air to carry the sound of a miniature sun suddenly creating a hundred meter deep, six kilometer wide crater where once the casino and outbuildings had stood, he imagined it. From his memory of Suit combat on planets and in Despot Ioannis’ space station recently, he added sound to the light picture of his vengeance.
 
   “Helen, I remember you,” he whispered softly. Then, looking briefly at Eliana and ordering Suit to magnetic lock with the Bridge hull plates, he turned back to the front holosphere, which his thoughts had changed to image the outer third and fourth planets as the vector line of their departure. He ignored the other escaping starships, all of which were heading for the heliopause of Zeta Serpentis in a direction the opposite of his. Seems like the liberated aliens wished to be far away from Matt and his starship. So be it. “Mata Hari, take us out on deut-li fusion impulse drive, working up to one-half lightspeed.”
 
   “Complying Matthew,” said his partner in a tone that sounded normal, not miffed, and focused on doing her job as perfectly as a smart AI can do a job.
 
   His cyborg senses were the first to detect the gravity waves that arriving starships emit when materializing in normal space-time from Alcubierre Drive Translation. 
 
   Ahead of them the gas giant fifth planet shuddered in its orbit as two Anarchate battleglobes appeared deep within the gravity field of Zeta Serpentis. He saw their physical form because of the tachlink sensor Remotes that Mata Hari had spat out like beads during their slow entry into the system from the heliopause. It seemed as if the Anarchate did not care if their arrival caused planet five to change orbit. Or that both ships had taken a gamble that no asteroid occupied the same space-time locality as their arrival spots. He sighed as half the holosphere glared red Combat Alarm with the battleglobe images.
 
   “The Anarchate arrives,” he said, mostly for Eliana’s benefit. “They are decelerating. I estimate we will meet them just beyond the orbit of the fourth planet. Mata Hari, please increase our deut-li drive power but keep us below our three-quarters lightspeed maximum. I do not wish any survivors to know our full capabilities.”
 
   “Survivors?” Eliana whispered, her voice fearful. “Matt, there are two of them. Shouldn’t we head away from them, escape at an angle they cannot match? Or just Translate out of the system right now? We’ve done it before.”
 
   Matt shook his head. “Stage Two of my plan—”
 
   “Anticipated,” interrupted a harsh growl from a holosphere to his right as the dragon shape of BattleMind suddenly appeared, “the opportunity for further Anarchate defeats. Two ships together is a new, welcome challenge to my weapon senses. Matthew Dragoneaux, we now partner in fighting these stupid lifeforms. And I choose . . .  a different Battle Configuration for this starship. Observe but do not interfere. Though I do accept any ‘sneaky’ tactical concepts you wish to offer.”
 
   “Understood,” Matt said.
 
   He and Eliana went silent. She watched the forward holosphere, while Matt’s gestalt sense saw and felt the changes ordered by BattleMind.
 
   In the deep dark coldness of space, starship Mata Hari changed its inner and outward appearance.
 
   Inside him, in Matt’s gestalt perception, there flowed over the PET relays something he had experienced only once before. 
 
   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 second time in seven years. And all the while, the dragon persona of BattleMind kept him from affecting anything that now happened. Fortunately, the T’Chak AI was buffering its datafeed to his mind. But once he went to ocean-time Matt would be flooded by a computer dataflow that felt like a tsunami of images.
 
   In the neurolinked senses of his mind, Matt felt deeply this new change as BattleMind unfolded all of the ship’s weaponry capabilities. Things of unimaginable power and ferocity were coming online. Compared to these things, appearing by the will of BattleMind, Matt felt the weapons he’d used at SAO 47250 were puny. 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. Once more, the Restricted Rooms lay open to his gaze. 
 
   Matt entered, recognizing each wonder from their prior appearance at Sigma Puppis.
 
   To supersede his old Bethe Inducer that could make a sun go nova, online came a quark-based graviton beamer that would emit a brilliant yellow beam of coherent gravitons. This beam would literally compress any object into a miniature black hole, as had happened at SAO 47250. It was the final weapon that no one but the T’Chak possessed. 
 
   Next to the graviton beamer loomed something else. Something that did not exist fully in this space-time. Something that only glowed. It glowed with escaping neutrinos. BattleMind had told him this neutrino-emitting room could turn any planet into a miniature star of pure plasma. Matt called the device the Sun Glow. It too was unique to the T’Chak aliens.
 
   In a different Room lay something Matt understood. 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. And because the antimatter was coherent neutrons, which had no particle charge, the AM beam could not be deflected by any electromagnetic deflection field. 
 
   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. He recognized the sense from every Translation he had experienced. These five pods could project Alcubierre pocket universes—just like the main drive. But they appeared as flat sheets, rather than an encompassing Translation globe. The sheets had protected the starship from the Anarchate’s own antimatter beams during the Sigma Puppis battle, and during the Intelligence dome battle.
 
   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 any 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.
 
   The Restricted Rooms he had met before. But the new, outer shape of starship Mata Hari was something new. Something reflective of BattleMind’s front row seat in this combat.
 
   In space, a dragon spread its wings.
 
   While keeping the standard central tube and side AM pontoons, his starship now sported a flexmetal shape that closely imitated the T’Chak dragon shape. A long tail and long neck with nodules that housed energy projectors for point defense action covered all portions of the central body. But now, two giant wings carried the original antimatter pontoons at their tips. Joining them were four more AM projectors between the central hull and the outer wingtips. Now, six AM projectors could fire ahead, rotate rearward, or fire in any axis chosen by BattleMind. And at its front, just below and ahead of the Bridge, there appeared the shape of a crocodile’s head, red laser eye mounts gleaming in the night, with its interlocking teeth ready to open and spit forth world-wrecking fire from the axial plasma gun.
 
   In truth, a dragon flew through space, its tail streaming golden fire as its purple scales gleamed with energy and threat. 
 
   He wondered what the Anarchate commanders in each of the twelve kilometer-wide Nova battleglobes thought of this alien ship that rushed toward them, rather than away.
 
   “Mata Hari, what is the approach speed of these battleglobes?”
 
   “One quarter lightspeed and slowing, Matthew,” she told him. “It appears they wish to encounter us near to the fourth planet, which is twenty light minutes to our left side.”
 
   While Eliana watched the oncoming Anarchate ships on the forward holosphere, Matt kept one mind-eye on the holo shape of BattleMind while thinking of options that would allow them to survive. The steady approach and in-system materialization told him these Anarchate ship commanders had a plan for fighting Mata Hari. And confident ship commanders made Matt feel . . . uneasy.
 
   “Mata Hari, your sensor Remotes that you seeded on the way into this system. How many of them lie along the path the Anarchate ships are taking to meet up with us?”
 
   In his mind’s-eye his Mata Hari spy partner tilted her head slightly, as if trying to read his intentions. Not yet, so far. His mind thoughts were private to him, until he spoke aloud or PET thought-imaged a communication. 
 
   “Three hundred and twenty-one sensor Remotes lie between them and us. Each Remote has tachlink capability,” Mata Hari said. “However, tachlink requires tremendous power, and as soon as one of them emits a signal to us that Remote will be detected by one or both battleglobes. Shortly afterward the Remote will be destroyed by either the Anarchate point defense lasers, by pressor beam deflection or by KKPs launched against them.”
 
   “So,” he mused. “We have better real time tachyon images, when we ask for them, but the Anarchate ships have more small Remotes running in convoy with them than we do. You can carry a lot of throwaway tachBeads, plasma torps, nuke torps, Sensor sleds and laser Picket Globes in a twelve kilometer-wide Nova.”
 
   “Irrelevant,” growled BattleMind. “My flat Alcubierre space-time fields soak up anything that comes against us, large or small, beam or pressor field.”
 
   Matt wondered about that. Could any attacking beam or torp eventually overload the field stability of the grey Alcubierre fields? He thought that question over the observation link he had with both BattleMind and Mata Hari. “Yes, but could your Alcubierre fields ever become unstable or collapse? From weapons impacts?”
 
   “That has never occurred in our history of using such fields,” BattleMind said both aloud and in Matt’s mind.
 
   “But is it possible?” 
 
   Irritation filled the mind flow from BattleMind. “There is much in the universe that is possible, but which only occurs every billion cycles or so. Do not worry about a weapon that is new to you. I will control its use.”
 
   Matt nodded and thought acceptance, though his human memories argued that nothing is perfect. He focused on the obvious issue involved in getting close to the Nova battleglobes.
 
   “Well, our combined speed of closure will shortly put us within the five light minutes range of their directed energy weapons, with some of their Remotes convoy preceding that range,” Matt said. “How do we close with them without using the Alcubierre fields to absorb the Remotes? Beyond slowing down to reach local combat speed at the fourth orbital?”
 
   Mata Hari, sensing BattleMind’s irritation with his questions, answered. “Matthew, our forward hull weapons domes will emit long-range pressor fields that will keep any Remote device at least twenty kilometers away from us,” she said. “And once we begin ship-to-ship combat, the Alcubierre fields will absorb any Remotes or limpet mines that try to reach our hull.”
 
   Eliana looked his way. “Matt, shouldn’t we alert the refugees to sit in chairs or couches so they can be inertial field protected if the ship has to maneuver abruptly? You’ve put me into a crash cocoon in the past. And now.”
 
   “Agreed,” he said aloud as his gestalt mind perception told him he would shortly have to enter ocean-time in order to lightspeed communicate with the two AIs. “Record a warning and have Mata Hari transmit it to every wallscreen in every place that humans are present. Thank you, dearest.”
 
   Her smile said she appreciated her chance to participate in the upcoming battle, as she had helped the Derindl Autarch during Matt’s battle with the Halicene ship Obliteration. This time, though, too much would be happening at computer speed for her to assist. Matt had a feeling that while it would feel like hours to him, the oncoming battle would be decided in five minutes or less. Lightspeed weapons and advance prep like tachBeads would cause each ship to be enveloped in a variety of weapons attacks that would soon prove fatal to someone. Feeling glad he had eaten a decent meal with high energy nutrients only a few hours ago, Matt settled into his Interlock Pit seat and sought full linkage with the AIs.
 
   Ocean-time filled his mind and inner self. Femtoseconds rushed by as picoseconds moved tick-tock past his awareness, and nanoseconds felt like long minutes.
 
   “Hello Matthew,” whispered the mind-voice of Mata Hari as she fed him all starship perceptions, interior and exterior, along with the total space-time environment out to five light minutes. 
 
   “Hey there, pretty spy. Is your friend Gatekeeper helping the humans get settled into inertial fields?”
 
   Her mind-sense stiffened at his mention of the third AI on board, but then acted as if it were a normal question. “Yes, after your Eliana made her vid announcement. I allowed it to interact with ship internal ecofields since you made its duty that of taking care of the human refugees.”
 
   Matt smiled, then leaned his mind in the direction of BattleMind. Though the alien AI’s mind-pulse sped by his awareness in a mode buffered by Mata Hari, he felt inner exhaustion just watching the T’Chak AI as it simultaneously reduced drive thrust, emitted several forward pressor fields that were already deflecting Anarchate Remotes, powered up the axial plasma generator, fed antimatter to all six antimatter pontoons, dedicated four of the ship’s twelve fusion power planets to feed energy to the various laser mounts on the ship’s hull, adjusted the sapphire crystal skin to shift optical deflection frequencies to match the recorded laser frequencies from their two battles with Anarchate battleglobes, added more carbon-carbon ablative skin underneath the sapphire layer, extruded the five Alcubierre space-time pods at the ship’s top, bottom, both sides and forward hull placements, activated the field for production of the Bethe Inducer beam, and emitted thousands of Remotes to serve as holo decoys, Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells, Seek/Identify sensors, white noise generators, Defense torps, Offense torps including several thirty-megaton behemoths and brought to full power the Sun Glow neutrino projector. Lastly, the flat Alcubierre space-time fields wrapped around Mata Hari, their edges overlapping so no solid object or beam could penetrate the field edges. And their fusion pulse exhaust at the rear was sufficient to vaporize any beam or object that approached from behind them. Also, the Alcubierre fields made their ship ‘invisible’ to the battleglobes due to their absorption of all EMF frequencies, including light. However, they could be tracked by the ship’s blacking-out of stars behind them.
 
   Matt sighed. Clearly BattleMind was preparing for many battle options. Though there was one tactical option that now occurred to him.
 
   “BattleMind, we should head between the two Nova battleglobes. View my mind-image of the tactical option that the move gives us,” he said hurriedly, his ocean-time senses struggling to match speeds with the flood of millions of databytes being tracked by the T’Chak AI.
 
   Intense irritation washed over him, but the five nanoseconds that BattleMind took to review his tactical idea was answered with “Sneaky. I like. Will do.”
 
   Matt’s mind swirled with the impact of being touched by a computer mind that thought so much faster than his organic neurons. Before he could blink, they arrived within five light minutes of the Novas and combat began.
 
   In long seconds many things happened.
 
   The two Novas both fired CO2 laser, neutral particle beam and free electron lasers at Mata Hari, while a dozen laser Picket Globes hit the side Alcubierre fields with thermonuclear-powered x-rays. Both ships also shimmered with the visual space-time haze that indicated Bethe Inducer power up.
 
   The attacking beams disappeared.
 
   Nothing penetrated the flat Alcubierre space-time fields of blackness that enveloped the top, bottom, sides and front of his starship. Meanwhile, BattleMind acted.
 
   The space-flying T’Chak dragon opened its toothy mouth and belched out a 200 meter wide purple ball of pure, magnetically contained plasma, which BattleMind directed through the front field and toward the Nova on their right. It would reach target in around four light minutes.
 
   Two neutron antimatter pontoons, one on each wing, shot coherent black beams at the two Novas, one for each ship, but with an aim towards the outside curve of each battleglobe. Matt understood BattleMind’s tactic in the outside aim. Each Nova would receive a tachlink alert to the AM beams via tachyon comlink and move away from the projected impact point. Thus causing both ships to come closer to each other. The other four AM pontoons each aimed at where his ship expected the Novas to be in four light minutes.
 
   Ahead of them two large Remotes, each loaded with 30 megaton thermonukes, moved to either side of Mata Hari and sped toward each Nova using onboard Repulsor power. Nanoseconds later both Remotes exploded, creating a decent plasma fireball but, most importantly, creating an EMP pulse that would impact the Novas in just less than three light minutes. His ship was protected from the EMP pulses thanks to the Alcubierre sheets, but the Novas would feel some effect in areas not shielded against hard x-rays and gamma rays emitted by the EMP blasts.
 
   In the forward holosphere there appeared a tachlink image from a Mata Hari Remote that was close to the Novas. It showed both Anarchate ships firing neutron antimatter beams at the spot where they expected Mata Hari to be at one light minute out from sharing the same special location.
 
   Between the three starships space sparkled as Remotes were destroyed on both sides, laser Picket Globes directed coherent x-rays at Mata Hari by their own thermonuke death, plasma torps on both sides exploded when hit by point defense lasers of the three ships, Sensor sleds vaporized when their power emissions were detected, and on the snout of the dragon that was BattleMind, his two red laser eye mounts emitted powerful red beams sufficient to drill through an iron asteroid, let alone any organic-made hull. The beams passed through the Alcubierre fields in less than five picoseconds, far too short an opening for any offensive device or beam to slip through. 
 
   Matt nodded as he sensed the Battle Configuration of Mata Hari defeat all offensive efforts and conduct its own attack efforts with a similar staged effort at where the T’Chak AI expected the Novas to be at any particular light minute distance.
 
   Seconds later they passed through the thinning plasma clouds of the two EMP pulses. Matt’s mind registered two light minutes until spatial conjunction of the three warships.
 
   Two nanoseconds later Matt, Mata Hari and BattleMind each visually imaged the arrival of two Weapons Sleds that began to pass through the front Alcubierre space-time field. However, halfway through the three nanoseconds it normally took for a solid object to transit into another space-time, both sleds each exploded with a 60 megaton fury of thermonuclear energy. The blast made the black Alcubierre field go white with overload. In 30 femtoseconds the field disappeared as the forward Alcubierre projector partly disappeared in a mass of black smoke.
 
   “We’re—”
 
   All three of them took actions in short nanoseconds as each detected the oncoming antimatter beams.
 
   Matt caused the emission of a gaseous mercury cloud to protect against normal laser beams.
 
   Mata Hari used Repulsor power to lift the nose of the ship upward to bring into play the bottom Alcubierre field.
 
   BattleMind thought-imaged the side Alcubierre space-time fields to angle around to cover Mata Hari’s toothy snout.
 
   Six femtoseconds passed until the ship’s front was fully enclosed by the side Alcubierre fields.
 
   The two oncoming Anarchate antimatter beams . . . impacted at the eleven femtosecond mark.
 
   BattleMind’s fury at the loss of one of his Alcubierre fields overrode Matt’s concern that a perfect weapon had shown an unexpected flaw.
 
   The T’Chak AI emitted a Bethe Inducer beam at the left side battleglobe, while discharging a second purple plasma ball able to break a planet’s crust at the right side Nova, to follow on behind the earlier purple ball.
 
   The sparkle explosions of Remotes and tachBeads vaporizing as mutual pressor beams collided in yellow hazes were barely notable as the right side Nova staggered from the glancing blow of the first giant plasma ball. One third of the battleglobe disappeared in a raging inferno of yellow light, red gases and spinning fragments.
 
   The left side Nova moved closer to the central path of Mata Hari, barely dodging the yellow Bethe Inducer beam that would have reduced it to a few neutron star particles.
 
   Convergence occurred as the light seconds between the three starships disappeared.
 
   Both battleglobes fired their own Bethe Inducers at the field-shielded shape of Mata Hari. The Alcubierre flat fields absorbed the torrential energy impact with no evidence of overload or faltering. For a few long milliseconds, Matt’s starship, his love Eliana, 152 fellow humans and the AIs Mata Hari, Gatekeeper, and BattleMind were the target of beams that should have reduced them to neutron star particles.
 
   In one femtosecond BattleMind lifted Mata Hari straight up on Repulsor power, with her bottom Alcubierre field clearing the incoming Bethe Inducer beams by two meters. Its move upward was invisible to any eye or sensor.
 
   In one millisecond each beam impacted on the directly opposite Nova battleglobe.
 
   In what seemed like long minutes but was much less, each twelve kilometer-wide engine of destruction began to shrink, then rapidly dropped down to a mass concentration equal to a sand grain of condensed neutron matter.
 
   “Battle completed,” growled BattleMind through the Mata Hari mind-link with Matt. “Organic Matthew Dragoneaux, your sneaky tactic of arriving between two opponents in a way that allowed the opposing Bethe beams to destroy the other opponent, was effective. It seems we of the 94th Imperial Dynast of the T’Chak Imperium have a few . . . minor battle lessons to learn from organics such as yourself.”
 
   In his mind, the mind-flow from BattleMind shut off, leaving Matt to sag in his Pit chair. Mata Hari’s buffering disappeared as she did the AI version of wiping sweat from her Victorian brow. He left ocean-time before he passed out.
 
   “Matthew,” called Eliana, “it’s been just four minutes since everything started exploding on the screen, then the front Alcubierre field disappeared and I thought we—”
 
   “Eliana, I love you.”
 
   The cocooning of her accel-couch receded to normal transit mode for the couch. In his Pit chair the inertial fields eased off as starship Mata Hari resumed course for the Zeta Serpentis heliopause, its Alcubierre fields absorbing impacts from remnant tachBeads and Remotes of the Anarchate starships, even as he blinked a command to Mata Hari to eject a locator beacon for future Anarchate retrieval. On the other side of the star system, the last two of the 23 escaping starships vanished as they reached the heliopause. Their work here was done. But the future was only beginning.
 
   Eliana stood up, walked over to where he sat below deck in the Interlock Pit, bent down to her knees, and kissed his forehead. “I love you too, Matthew. Thank you for saving us. Again.”
 
   He blinked, glad that his human instinct has caused him to warn BattleMind about the chance of Alcubierre field failure, and that his reading of Sun Tzu the Chinese general had given him the center-and-out tactical idea. While BattleMind could probably have saved the ship and defeated both Novas using its own T’Chak battle experience, he had achieved his primary objective. That of turning an alien AI into an appreciator of human battle tactics. 
 
   “Mata Hari,” he spoke aloud to the holosphere of his AI partner. “We need to rest. Let me know when we near the heliopause and Eliana and I will discuss with the refugees where we should go next.”
 
   “To another battle, of course,” rumbled the yellow and purple-scaled figure of the twelve foot tall dragon that was BattleMind. Its red eyes fixed on Matt. “Just because you were useful does not mean I will ignore my Task. You promised useful tactical lessons before we depart for the Small Magellanic Cloud. You have provided three so far. Produce more such lessons, Matthew organic.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   
  
 

Eliana awoke to pale darkness in the roomsuite she shared with Matthew, who lay asleep beside her. Across the room glowed the infrared warmness of the Navajo pattern weaving that partly filled his loom. An aquarium with puffer-fish loomed pale green in a corner. Elsewhere on one of the room’s optical matter walls hung various hand weapons gathered during his years of solo Vigilante work. Smiling to herself, she sat up on one elbow and looked aside at his sleeping form. He lay on his back, one arm uplifted to rest behind his head cushion. In the pale red glow of the light strip that decorated each wall-ceiling junction, she could see Matt’s thick patch of chest hair and the darker chin bristles that reflected three days of not using depilatory cream. His broad forehead was smooth, not showing the wrinkles of intense focus and inner concern she saw just after the two Anarchate battleglobes were destroyed, when he got out of the Interlock Pit, stood up with shakiness showing in his fingers, then looped his arm into her arm as they left the Bridge and headed down the Spine hallway for their suite.
 
   Despite his obvious exhaustion, Matt had initiated loveplay almost as soon as the slidedoor closed behind them. His arms gripped her waist so tightly she wondered if he thought she might fall over. Or that he would fall. They had kissed long and lovingly, then fell onto the bed platform. They had enjoyed making a mess of the sheets and pillows as each gave to the other the deep pleasure and innermost connection that Eliana had learned was hers and Matt’s aim in making love. Yes, there was mutual reassurance there. But it was the deep inner linkage that she felt from their lovemaking of the last few months that had further cemented her love for him. And his for her, she felt. 
 
   “Mistress Eliana,” whispered the voice of Mata Hari from the room’s ceiling. “Leader Sarah of the refugees has asked to speak with you as soon as possible. She says many of her companions are deeply frightened by the recent combat, especially those with children.”
 
   “Coming.” With a sigh Eliana sat upright, then slowly slipped off the bed platform, trying to allow Matt the sleep he needed until being awakened for Translation departure once they reached the Zeta Serpentis heliopause.
 
   “I heard that,” came Matt’s tired sounding voice. He sat up and reached out to clasp her right hand, his cyborg senses giving him perfect infrared vision so he never missed any action even if there was no normal light. “Let’s dress and I will go with you. There are decisions that need to be made, and information I need to share with all the refugees.”
 
   Eliana smiled to herself. Matt’s sense of duty was paramount. That was something she had seen during their Translation from Hagonar Station to her home world of Halcyon. And in his caution when approaching her home star system even though she was impatient to hand him off to her brother Ioannis. Then. Now, she had left behind her two brothers and her niece Calyce in order to be companion, lover, counselor and, hopefully, genetic healer as she and Mata Hari conducted analysis of his 21 chromosomes to combat the slow virus infection, and . . . perhaps . . . perhaps be the mother of their future children. Or so she hoped.
 
   “As you wish, Matthew.” She slipped into a red t-shirt and purple jumpsuit similar to the blue one worn by Leader Sarah Vasiliades. Her prehensile tail poked through the hole she had made in the outfit months ago, when she no longer had to “pass” as Pure Breed human.
 
   Matt reached down to the bed, grabbed the black and white checkered yukata robe that he liked to wear when not walking nude down the Spine hallway, and tied it around his waist. His reddish-brown face smiled at her with a look of encouragement. She smiled back, appreciating how patient Matt was with her and her adjustment to thinking AIs. Then, barefoot, they headed for the slidedoor and the short walk to the commissary room where she expected to find Sarah. And the frightened humans. She bit her lip. Maybe there would be a few children to lighten the oh-so-serious mood she expected to find.
 
   The commissary slidedoor whooshed open for them and she and Matt entered to find clusters of loud voices, a few children crying, some children playing hopscotch games, and a group of twenty mixed adults engaged in animated talk with Leader Sarah. The sound of their entry drew the attention of Sarah and her crowd, while more distant conversations and activities gradually died down as people saw their entry and knew important things would be discussed. Eliana drew her attention away from a ten-year old girl doing circle spins over by the Food Alcove and turned with Matt to smile welcome at Sarah Vasiliades as they stopped in Sarah’s part of the commissary.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Eliana,” Sarah said with a tense look to Matt, then a half-smile at Eliana. “It is clear we are no longer in danger from Anarchate battleglobes. But many of our people are worried at being involved in . . . in an insurrection and wish only to find a colony world that might have jobs for them and their spouses.”
 
   “Yeah,” rumbled a heavyset man with a full black beard, the shoulders of a wrestler and red flushed cheeks. “I had a good job, even if I was locked into this bondServant thing. Why did you destroy our homes and workplace?”
 
   Matt squeezed Eliana’s arm to let her know he would take the lead in the conversations. “To free you and everyone else from slavery,” Matt said matter-of-factly. “That is what bonded indebtedness is, in truth. They charge you for food and housing, you work to pay off the accumulated charges, and you hope to make enough from tips and the base pay so you can eventually buy a share in a new colony venture. Right?”
 
   “Yeah, but it was a job. Better than working stevedore. Like you’ve done, I see,” the heavyset man said with a nod at the zigzag lines tattoo that showed on Matt’s chest, just below his chin.
 
   Matt nodded to Sarah, then looked the man in the eyes. “I like to share names with people who speak to me. I’m Matt. You are?”
 
   The olive-skinned man grimaced, as if he thought Matt was dodging his issue, then sighed. “George O’Hussey. Irish heritage. Family line is from South Boston, on old Earth. You?”
 
   “Matthew Raven’s-Wing Dragoneaux, from colony world Thuringia, a Second Wave colony. My parents worked a soybean and potato farm. They, and my four sisters, were kidnapped by genome harvesters fifteen Earth years ago. Been a Vigilante with this starship for the last seven years. It’s a job I like.” He paused. “Beside me is Eliana Antigone Themistocles, from the Derindl-Greek colony world of Halcyon. She’s a crossbreed, as you can see from the tail. And my lifepartner.” He paused, gaze still fixed on George O’Hussey. “ And yes, before my Vigilante work I labored as a stevedore at an alien Trade port. Later I did Protector work.” Matt tapped a circle-within-a-circle tattoo on his left shoulder. “As perhaps you can read from this tattoo. So I know what it is like to need a job. And to feel good about your work.” Matt turned to Sarah. “Leader, can you invite everyone to gather around us? I have information to pass on, some choices to present to your people, and information you all need to know about why I am at war with the Anarchate.”
 
   Eliana noticed the crowd of men and women who had been talking to Leader Sarah showed a mix of expressions at that last statement by her Matt. Many looked surprised, a few looked guarded, and three nodded in apparent support. Even the heavyset George looked thoughtful. Leader Sarah nodded, turned and called out.
 
   “Everyone! Gather over to this side of the room. Sit on the floor or the extruded couches, or tables or whatever pleases you,” Sarah said in a clear mezzo-soprano voice. “Send a kid or a friend to bring anyone sleeping in your roomsuite to the commissary. It will save repeating things and reduce the confusion from retellings.” Sarah smiled briefly at Eliana, then nodded professionally at Matt. “Good enough?”
 
   “Very good. I thank you.” Matt turned to Eliana, his brown eyes showing love. “While we wait the arrival of those not already here, were there any life and living issues, Eliana, that you could help these folks with?”
 
   “Yeah,” called a red-haired, middle-aged woman dressed in an embroidered peasant dress that looked vaguely Mediterranean in style. The tall woman was one of the twenty who had gathered around Sarah. “I’m Rebecca. My husband and I have four kids. They now sleep two to a bedroom, off the main room. They would be . . . less scared if they could see us in the living room or next door in our bedroom chamber. Mistress Eliana, any way for these grey walls to have videyes installed so their wallscreen would let them see us?”
 
   Eliana smiled at the simple need. But one which she fully understood as a person who had felt isolated from her parents at their shop in town, after her older brothers had left for trade school. “No need for videyes.” She backed up and stepped to the wall that separated them from the hallway. “Anyone in any roomsuite can make the optical matter of the room walls become transparent. This way.” Knowing that Mata Hari monitored her every move through ship sensors, she tapped twice on the cold wall. It turned transparent, showing the Spine hallway that provided access to the people-friendly parts of the starship. “Tap once.” She did so. “And the wall turns opaque. Where a room wall is distinct from a neighbor wall, only the wall you tap goes transparent. So the kids will see you in your bedroom and you will see them in their rooms, but the separate bathroom areas will stay opaque. Unless you make them clear.” She smiled.
 
   Several women in the crowd smiled and nodded appreciation of an option that was simple and which neither she, Mata Hari nor Matt had had time to explain. She turned to the side as the hallway slidedoor opened and the two meter metal ball of Gatekeeper the AI floated in on Nullgrav plates. With a twinkle of several status lights near the top of the giant ball, it moved towards her, Matt, Sarah and the mixed crowd of adults. 
 
   “Hello Matthew, Eliana, Leader Sarah and fellow lifeforms of the human species.” It paused, spinning a bit as scores of other refugees walked closer to them, or sat down on a bench, chair, couch or floor as Sarah had invited. “While my work has been that of taking care of arrivals and departures of organic sapients, I find that I too lack a job. Perhaps, Leader Sarah, I could assist your people in whatever future course they choose?”
 
   “That is generous, Gatekeeper,” Sarah said. “You are known to all of us, and a familiar voice will help us deal with the new . . . conditions we now face.”
 
   Eliana smiled, liking the AI’s friendliness and its effort to help the group of stranded people. Beside her, Matt chuckled, clearly liking the AI. Behind the floating AI the slidedoor opened again and fifteen sleepy-looking humans of all ages walked in and joined the gathered crowd. She had not counted everyone, but it looked to be close to the 152 human bondServants they had freed from the Omega casino.
 
   “Matthew, it looks pretty full here,” Eliana said to her rescuer and her lover.
 
   “Sure does.” Matt let go of her hand and took a few steps forward, his attention focused on the people beyond, but including Leader Sarah with a nod.
 
   “People, most of you should have heard by now that I and my starship destroyed the Omega casino because one of its Owners refused to allow the buyout of my former love, Helen Sayinga Trinh, whom I think was known to some of you.” Several dozen people nodded their heads at what was clearly a familiar name. “She died as we fled on a freighter to a Sixth Wave colony in Perseus Arm. Due to resource pirates. I barely survived in a lifepod.” Eliana saw Matt blink several times as his inheld memory emotions came close to overwhelming him. “The AI of this starship rescued me. She goes by the name Mata Hari. She usually appears as a slim, black-haired and amber-skinned woman dressed in a frilly white dress with a pearl choker necklace.” Eliana saw that most of the women in the gathered crowd nodded understanding, as did some of the more perceptive men. But one bald-headed man at the rear of the crowd yelled.
 
   “That’s your story. We’re in this mess because of you. Why!”
 
   Matt grimaced. “Patience and you will have your answers. Anyway, Mata Hari rescued me, asked if I was willing to partner with her in being a Vigilante for hire, I said yes, and we spent seven years doing that.” He paused, licked his lips and sighed. “But our last job at the planet Halcyon, which circles the star Sigma Puppis B, drew in a battleglobe that tried to access this starship. That was when I, Eliana and Mata Hari found out that another AI, called BattleMind, really runs this ship as part of a Task given it by the T’Chak aliens of the Small Magellanic Cloud.” Matt smiled patiently. “I know. No one here has ever heard of them and they are not listed on the Anarchate’s Compendium of Species that records 12,231 intelligent, star-traveling species of various morphoforms. Well, they existed around 207,000 years ago. And it seems they plan to . . . fight with the Anarchate for control of home galaxy.” Most of the crowd gasped at an idea that anyone would consider preposterous. Matt no doubt would have thought it crazy too, before encountering Mata Hari the AI. As Eliana herself had thought it a wild idea until the Sigma Puppis battle.
 
   “That’s crazy,” said the redhead Rebecca. “No one can beat the Anarchate at space fighting. They’ve killed every opponent and have been in charge for millions of years.”
 
   Leader Sarah raised her hand. “Rebecca, everyone else, I know this is all hard to understand, or believe, but we are here. We are refugees and we have been treated like . . . paid passengers since the shuttles delivered us. Please listen to our host.”
 
   Eliana nodded appreciation for Sarah’s crowd control effort. Matt too nodded appreciation then focused on the attentive crowd.
 
   “Before I ended up in a lifepod I would have agreed with Rebecca. Not now. Not after seven years of Vigilante work in partnership with this starship.” Matt paused, then waved at the entire room. “The bottom line you need to know is that I do not fully control this starship. The alien AI named BattleMind does. Since our battle in Sigma Puppis I have negotiated with BattleMind for the freedom of action of myself, Eliana and our Mata Hari. She may be an AI, but she is nice people. However, in order to exist on this starship, we are all pledged to help BattleMind in its effort to evaluate the military abilities of the Anarchate. Hence, this recent battle, two in the past, and more to come in the future.” Everyone had quieted at that news, and several family groups hugged their children close. “Which is why we, Eliana and I, with Leader Sarah’s help and input from all of you, need to figure out how to get you all off of this starship. This is my battle, not yours.”
 
   Leader Sarah moved closer to Matt. “Vigilante, what are the choices available to us, if you do not fully control this starship?”
 
   Matt turned to Sarah. “You and your group can either be dropped off at a human colony world or at an Anarchate Trade world, or, during our future voyages to Anarchate locations, we can locate an Earth-like planet for you to colonize on your own,” Matt said, looking past Sarah to the hundred fifty people who surrounded them. “ With the help of Gatekeeper and a Tachyon Pylon that we would build for you, this group is numerous enough and of balanced genders so you could create your own colony. If you want.”
 
   George the black-bearded man had paid close attention to Matt’s information. Now he titled his head and looked skeptical. “But you have told us where you two come from, where this T’Chak starship comes from, and your intent to have more battles with the Anarchate. Wouldn’t letting us go with this information be dangerous to you?”
 
   Matt, who stood a half meter taller than the man, smiled and shook his head. “The Anarchate already knows what you just stated. They know my background from the work I did for the Greek and Derindl people of planet Halcyon. It’s part of the public record. And we have left locator beacons with our starship name at the places where we destroyed Anarchate battleglobes. That tells them we are hunting them.” He paused, looking beyond to the people crowding the commissary. “Part of the reason I have joined with Mata Hari and BattleMind in their T’Chak quest is because treating people as property, as objects, as something to be used by Conglomerates and Anarchate officials, is wrong! Most people I have met, human and alien both, prefer to make their own choices about work, family, careers and living modes.” Several dozen listeners nodded agreement, including George the Irishman, from what Eliana could see of the crowd. “I’m no politician. Would never work for one if asked.” Several people chuckled. 
 
   “But to change the way things are, so that different star systems can work together for common defense, for natural disaster relief and for choices made by a planet’s people versus those imposed by the Anarchate, well that is worthwhile,” Matt said. “And think! Everything will not collapse if the Anarchate is beaten down. Trade goes on. Planetary affairs go on as they do now. You still pay taxes, but they stay local. And you will no longer be property owned by a military force or an interstellar corporation. That’s my story. Now, we need to figure out what your story will be. Leader Sarah, we reach heliopause in three hours. We are heading for the Keyhole Nebula in the Carina-Sagittarius Arm, a place that lies 7,500 light years from here. It will be a journey of weeks. And I cannot release anyone before we finish our work at the Keyhole, since we survive by striking at places not known in advance to the Anarchate. So, take your time in discussing your group’s future. Eliana and I and Mata Hari will attend and converse when invited. Now, I need to head back to the Bridge.” Matt turned to leave.
 
   “Mr. Matt!” called a teenage boy who was showing his first whiskers. He stood with a family group of mother, father and two younger girls. “What are these T’Chak aliens like? And why do you give in to this  . . . BattleMind AI?”
 
   Eliana sighed. These people were as bewildered as she had been after the Hagonar Station battle, when she discovered that someone wanted her dead. She looked to Matt, wondering what his choice might be.
 
   Matt stopped his walk toward the slidedoor and turned to the teenager. “Your name?”
 
   “William,” the black-skinned boy with tight-curled hair said. “William Dafoe. This here’s my family,” he said as his mother and father moved to stand behind their son.
 
   Matt nodded to the parents, then focused on the youth. “William, well, I work with BattleMind because it serves my purpose of ending bondServant slavery in the Milky Way. And to end cloneslavery. I don’t want you, your sisters or your parents to live in bond servitude for the rest of your lives. Or be subject to genome harvester raids.” Matt tilted his head, his look determined. “As for what the T’Chak look like, well, you will see that now.  Mata Hari, please project a holo-image of BattleMind from earlier on the Bridge. Try his look when he resumed attacking the two battleglobes. But do not ask him to appear here in live mode!”
 
   Mata Hari materialized in a lifesize holosphere before the human crowd, gave a serious-looking nod to Leader Sarah, then gestured toward the side wall and an area clear of people. “This is the . . . shape chosen by BattleMind. It reflects a life-size T’Chak alien. This is who controls me, my friends, all of us!”
 
   A twelve-foot tall, yellow and purple scaled dragon with gleaming red eyes, jagged white teeth and enormous wings took three dee shape in a new holosphere. It moved as Eliana realized Mata Hari was showing a mobile image from vidrecords of the Bridge battle. The red eyes appeared to look down upon the gathered humans, its long tail swishing over the holo floor, the black claw fingers on each forearm opened and partly closed as if it sought to grasp and tear apart . . . someone.
 
   Screams sounded. Children cried out. Many women said “Ohhhh!” in a high-pitched wail, and most of the men took one or two steps back from the T’Chak dragon image, even though it was not close by. The sound of retching said a few people were unable to view a truly different alien. Even though this group considered itself cosmopolitan and was used to dealing with slithering, rambling, screeching and odorous aliens of all shapes, the image of BattleMind the T’Chak shook them all. 
 
   Eliana sighed. It had shaken her the first time she had seen it on the Bridge. She thought she was . . . used to it now. But its life-size appearance in a venue she thought of as human made the hair on her neck rise up. She reached out and took hold of Matt’s cool hand. “That’s enough for now, Matthew.”
 
   “Until later, Leader Sarah, George O’Hussey, William Dafoe and everyone else. I hope you can find a way to sleep.”
 
   Eliana, her neck feeling cold, followed Matt and Mata Hari out the slidedoor and into the Spine hallway, wondering whether the refugees would go quiet, seek a confrontation, or ask to be let off at the nearest planet with breathable atmosphere. She knew that she, if she had first seen this image of a T’Chak before she had left to seek a Vigilante, had been presented with the living and moving image of a T’Chak, she too would have emptied her stomach.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarah Vasiliades watched as Eliana, Matt and the feminine AI Mata Hari exited the room. The slidedoor closed perfectly behind them, just like every other perfect component of this strange starship. Gravplates abounded. Walls were optical matter, something unknown to her even as a high-level accountant for Owners used to the best of luxury. The weapons she had seen deployed in the four minute battle vidcast that everyone from Omega had seen here or in their roomsuite were powerful and a few exceeded anything she had heard of. And this dragon-like T’Chak alien had shaken her to her boots, even though she had dealt with ammonia-breathing mobile clams from Arcturus, chlorine-breathers from Tesla and carnivorous dinosaur-like aliens from Bellimana. This T’Chak AI was dangerous. Soooo dangerous . . .
 
   “Leader, that man is crazy,” muttered George, stroking his long black beard with a thoughtful look in his eyes.
 
   Sarah blinked. George had been the work chief for the Repairs Department. He was used to working in vacuum. He’d used lasers to carve support holes for new structures. Had seen alien residues most bondServants did not know existed, and was known as someone never overawed by the personal appearance of an Owner. Crazy to him was really crazy.
 
   “How so, George?” She noticed many of the senior managers who had been haranguing her, when the Vigilante entered, were still gathered nearby as other groups and some families headed for a meal at the Food Alcove. The AI Gatekeeper followed those moving away, its lights twinkling in a pattern that the small children found irresistible.
 
   “Well, either he is crazy, or he is very dangerous if he thinks what he plans to do is possible,” George muttered. “I hate being a bondServant but it’s either that, or starve. Though I like this idea of star systems being free from Anarchate control.”
 
   “I agree about the dangerous part,” said Rebecca briskly, looking over her shoulder at her husband Rafael and their four kids. “But we are refugees. We have no control of our conditions on board this vessel. Not with that . . . that dragon in charge! So, what do we do now?”
 
   “A good question,” said Suzanne Magnusdottor, who’d worked as the dome’s IT manager and had taught Sarah how to do needlepoint embroidery. “And how do we adjust to this starship that is so very different than a standard transport?”
 
   Sarah herself was still adjusting to the disappearance of a world she had lived in for twenty-five years, ever since graduating from the Anarchate’s regional Commerce School and entering the service of the Melikark Conglomerate, which had long owned Omega casino and the people who worked there. It was a job, as George had said. But not a job good for a marriage or for children. Others thought otherwise. She had adjusted on first arrival and had continued to adjust over the years. Sarah would adjust to this new, novel situation. Who knows? Maybe a human colony planet or the founding of a new colony would afford her a chance to find a good man, perhaps even to have children now that Anarchate meds allowed the permanent deferral of menopause. She smiled at her fellow managers.
 
   “We adjust, of course,” she said. “This is no different from the change we had when the Owners opted for the lakes and woodland scenery versus the old high-tech look. And we keep a close eye on the few idiots, like that James Manitoot Suzuki who yelled at the Vigilante during Matthew’s background talk. Agreed?”
 
   George, Rebecca, Suzanne, Knut and the rest of them nodded agreement, though she could read deep concern in the eyes of all. She shared that concern.
 
   “I will maintain a friendly and helpful relationship with this Matthew Dragoneaux and his lifepartner Eliana. They created a refuge for all of us, rather than have us split up and subject to whatever revenge a local Anarchate commander or Conglomerate executive felt should befall people from the same species as this Vigilante.” She paused, feeling the pangs of hunger. “So we do as suggested. You managers, form groups to discuss the options of human world, Anarchate world or founding a new colony. At least we have options amidst all this destruction,” she muttered.
 
   Knut, a blond-haired graphics designer who had created many of the exterior wall paintings that adorned . . . had adorned the casino walls, sighed loudly. “I am tired of destruction, Sarah. I think we need to watch our people carefully for either severe depression, or severe anger. I suspect doing anything harmful to these people or this starship would result in immediate death. Or stasis if one was lucky.”
 
   Sarah had thought the same ever since she saw the destruction of the casino complex with neutron antimatter beams. It was a level of violence she had never experienced in her life. And she fervently hoped to avoid future exposures. While she had never liked being a debt-ridden bondServant to the Owners and Melikark Conglomerate, it was the way of the galaxy. Until the Vigilante had spoken. Now, like George, she wondered if that was the way things had to be. She worried that their simple choices might become much more complex as time passed.
 
   “I’m hungry. Anyone up to sharing a dish of jambalaya with shrimp? This Food Alcove seems able to materialize any non-living dish,” she said.
 
   “Yeah!” called Rebecca.
 
   “My gut can use some food,” rumbled George, turning to talk with Suzanne. A single man, George had been paying more attention to Suzanne in the last few months. They did seem to enjoy each other’s company. Perhaps normal stuff like dating and smiling and enjoying Earth’s classic Rock and Roll music was still possible.
 
   Together again with fellow managers she knew like old friends, Sarah headed toward the spicy smells already wafting from the five meter long Food Alcove. Food was so much simpler than interstellar politics.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt, Eliana and Mata Hari had walked nearly a kilometer to arrive just outside the red-striped pressure door to the Bridge. It opened at their approach, an automatic courtesy that Mata Hari had long ago arranged thanks to a few organic sensors now embedded in entrance portals in the human-friendly parts of the ship. Matt began to follow Eliana in when Mata Hari called to him.
 
   “Matt, could you and I have a private talk? Here, perhaps?
 
   He eyed the slim figure of the feminine AI who had rescued him seven years ago, who sometimes appeared as the Barbarian Queen, and who had, during the takeover of the ship by BattleMind, called to him to rescue her from the Memory Pillars on the Bridge. Her look was very human and very . . . tense, he thought.
 
   “Sure, Mata Hari. Eliana, I’ll join you in a few minutes. OK?”
 
   His lifepartner looked surprised, then puzzled. Puzzlement also filled him. “Sure, Matthew. I’ll work with Leader Sarah on checking the food supplies to be sure we have enough for this crowd for the trip to the Keyhole Nebula.”
 
   “Perfect,” he said as Eliana finished entering the Bridge. The pressure door slid closed behind her coiling tail. He turned to Mata Hari. “Yes?”
 
   The AI fingered her white pearl choker necklace, then put both arms behind her, as if standing at formal attention. The black eyes of the World War I female spy persona fixed on him.
 
   “Are we still partners?” Mata Hari said in a husky voice.
 
   What the? “Of course we are, Mata Hari. Just like always.”
 
   She shook her head, the black spiral curl of hair holding its shape when in a normal woman some strands would have come loose. “Not like always. Now, you have Eliana. An organic person like you. You . . . you talk to her the way . . . the way you used to talk to me.”
 
   Matt blinked. This AI was more than a newly born self-awareness. She had been created by BattleMind to be the organic interface that the dragon AI could never match. She had spent time with other people, aliens mostly, before picking up his lifepod. As best he could tell, the T’Chak starship had only entered the Milky Way, or reawakened after a long AI stasis mode, just a year before she rescued him. And she had treated Matt like . . . a real person, like someone she trusted, like someone . . . who understood Mata Hari’s inner self. Ahhhhh . . .
 
   “Mata Hari, I have come to love Eliana.” The black eyes did not blink. “She . . . she is the companion I never knew in my years of working various jobs in the Anarchate system. During those years I had . . . seen human couples and wondered about how they related. I even recalled . . .” he blinked away the tears “recalled how my mother Kristin and my dad Andre often held each other during the winter windstorms. How they looked at my oldest sister Charlotte just after she was born. But until I met Helen I never thought of that being possible for me. Then Helen was taken away from me. Now Eliana has shown me that finding love . . . is possible again.” He paused, noticing again the intenseness of Mata Hari’s gaze. “But you have lived in my mind for seven years. You know my feelings. You know my thoughts. You know my reactions when I see other people being hurt. You know . . . you know what I have told no one. That I wish to have been at home when the slavers hit, so at least I could know that I fought the beings who kidnapped my family and treated them as breeding stock for cloneslave humans. Right?”
 
   Mata Hari unlocked her arms, then reached out to him with one holo hand. A hand that felt . . . whispy solid. He gasped. “Matthew, I have learned how to use miniature tractor beams to give my holo image some degree of substance. In time, I could become more . . . substantial. Almost like Eliana. Would you like that?”
 
   Matt reached up and touched his fingers to hers. “Mata Hari, yes we are still partners. Our inner selves still link to each other. And . . . your feelings for me make me feel conflicted, yet also joyful. Now, with you emerging this way, sharing the physical side of your inner self, I feel even closer to you. Thank you.”
 
   Mata Hari smiled palely. Her black eyes blinked, with perhaps the sparkle of a teardrop showing. “But we . . . can never make physical love the way I have seen you and Eliana do it. And she is a good woman, a good life . . . entity. She is good for you, Matthew. But so am I.”
 
   He reached out to touch her left shoulder, feeling a kind of solidity there, even if the holo lacked the warmth normal to most organics. “Yes, you are good for me. I think that, seven years ago when I thought of the death of Helen in front of my eyes, I might have gone crazy. But for the presence of you, and the real purpose that your Vigilante option has given me. Thank you, Mata Hari. Now, shall we join Eliana?”
 
   His friend the AI blinked, then smiled a normal smile. “Yes, let us join her. Let us be three together. Three in caring. Three partners in life . . . now together.”
 
   Matt stepped through the opening slidedoor, hoping that  no tears showed. After all, tears were an emotional weakness. Weren’t they?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Two weeks later, Matt sat in bed looking at a color holo of NGC 3324, or the Keyhole Nebula. It showed an enlargement of a reddish gas shell that was being pushed out by ultraviolet radiation from several O-type white stars. The rim area that the Anarchate molecular memory crystal said was the site of a naval shipyard lay near the gas bump commonly referred to as the “nose”. The Anarchate base lay just beyond the open space created by the UV radiation. He waved a hand to enlarge the border of the hollow gas cloud and spotted a green-colored oval that had two white stars near its inner boundary. Standing out as a small green splotch against the rust-red of the nebula, the data that scrolled along the bottom of the image said the shipyard orbited a white A-type star. The Anarchate ID for the star was CC41324 and it listed four planets with an asteroid belt intermediate between three and four. The shipyard was located on a Ceres-size asteroid. All four planets were gas globes still raw from their creation twenty million or so years ago. No life existed in the their ammonia and nitrogen atmospheres. To Matt, it seemed an ideal location. All lifeforms had to stay within either the starships being built, visiting for repairs, or within the several dome habitats on the shipyard rock ball.
 
   “What is your plan of attack?” asked Mata Hari as she sat to Matt’s right, leaning against a fake wood headboard. Her holo form made a slight indentation in the silken pillow.
 
   He smiled, glad that even though Eliana said she truly understood the need for Mata Hari’s feminine side to be “comforted” by Matt, it would not be pleasant for her to enter and see his nude self sitting beside a Barbarian Queen wearing only jewelry. Nope, not pleasant at all.
 
   “See the big asteroid where the shipyard habitats are located?” 
 
   Mata Hari nodded her head, in perfect imitation of a real woman. “Yes, I do. Also multiple starships are orbiting it. So?”
 
   He smiled. Mata Hari liked to pretend she was not the true repository of every bit of encrypted data about Anarchate battleglobes, regional naval bases, shipyards and fuel depots that had lain within the molecular memory crystal he’d stolen. Between Mata Hari and Eliana’s algorithms, it had taken a half day to break the encryption code. They now reveled in hundreds of petabytes of highly secret Anarchate data that Combat Command now knew he possessed. Or rather, Mata Hari possessed it and was clearly aware of the data points he had been looking at as they came within a few hours of breakout from Translation.
 
   “So . . . you will notice that the orbit of the giant asteroid has swept clear the usual debris common to all asteroid belts. There are no boulders, or even small pebbles located near the shipyard rock ball. It looks like we could Translate to within a hundred kilometers of the shipyard,” Matt said.
 
   Mata Hari’s holo lips tightened. “Matthew, materializing within a matter-crowded area of space is dangerous. Aside from gravity wave shocks to nearby planets, it is a major reason why starships nearly always materialize outside the heliopause border of a star system.” She focused intently on him. “That way we avoid sharing space with even a few molecules of stellar wind emissions. Why take this chance?”
 
   He double-tapped the rock ball image, causing the holo to shrink in scale, enough so that the open space between the belt and planet four was visible. “Well, we could arrive here, in open vacuum,” he mused. “But that would put us a long ways away from the base. They would feel our gravity wave instantly while it would take us long minutes to reach them, even traveling at three-fourths lightspeed. If there are operational Nova-class battleglobes at the base, they would begin firing toward us as soon as their CPUs gave them the vector of our arrival. I prefer to strike simultaneously with our arrival.”
 
   “Tactically, that makes sense,” Mata Hari said as she fingered a gold-link necklace. “But the precursor Alcubierre Drive space-time globe that precedes our emergence can only displace molecules, not pebbles or anything solid. We could lose part of the ship if our arrival coincided with the location of solid matter. But you know that, of course. How recent is this holo image of the base rock ball?”
 
   Matt smiled. She was indeed tracking his every stop and visit locale. “One month, according to the time stamp of the molecular memory crystal. Also, while the Anarchate ships do not materialize at the base, the crystal says it is common for them to arrive just outside the asteroid belt, near the fourth gas giant. That said, they arrive on a specific schedule. Any gravity wave pulse that does not match the scheduled arrival times is automatically seen as hostile and is fired on,” he said.
 
   “Have you located the arrival schedule, Matthew?”
 
   “Yes. As you likely know. It’s there,” he said, pointing to a data box lying below the text lines. “Matching our departure time with our travel time says we can arrive at the Trinary hour of Combat Command. To within a few seconds,” he added.
 
   Mata Hari nodded her head, then slid off the bed to stand beside the platform. With a shake of her head she resumed her frilly white Victorian dress mode. “What is your decision, then?”
 
   “We arrive just outside the belt at the appointed time unit, which puts us within five light minutes travel time of the base, if we arrive at three-fourths lightspeed. But that means the base’s optical telescopes will see we are not a battleglobe or courier ship one minute before we arrive. Then again, our antimatter beams travel at lightspeed so the telescopic giveaway will be simultaneous with the arrival of our AM beams. We will keep firing lightspeed weapons as we come in, until we reach the range of our pressor, tractor and KKPs. Sound okay to you?”
 
   His AI partner smiled normally. “Yes. This ship is my home and I prefer not to risk its integrity. Or risk the lives of our organic guests. Or the life of Eliana.” She turned to walk out of his roomsuite via the slidedoor. 
 
   “Mata Hari, it’s great being partners with you.”
 
   She paused in her stride, then headed for the open slidedoor. “Yes, Matthew, it is . . . great being partners. Thank you for understanding. And for Eliana’s acceptance of me.”
 
   Matt smiled as she exited, thinking of how much Eliana enjoyed the small children who’d come aboard. And the smart friendliness of Sarah Vasiliades. He wondered if Sarah and her fellow humans had reached a decision on where they should be let off. The choices of Anarchate planet, human colony planet or a new world suitable for a small colony gave them more choices than he had had in his early life. Eliana had left earlier saying she had genomic research work to carry out in Biolab on the slow virus that today was hitting him with the force of a transport lifter. His knuckles, finger joints, knees and elbows all hurt thanks to the effects of the rheumatoid arthritis that the virus had hit him with due to its activation of a few sequences in his Chromosome Six region. Damn! Enough self-pity. Getting up gingerly, Matt grabbed his yukata and headed for the Biolab. Perhaps they could both find Leader Sarah and deal with life issues before mass death occurred at his hands.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarah Vasiliades looked left as the slidedoor to the commissary opened and in walked Matthew Dragoneaux the Vigilante and Eliana Themistocles, the geneticist. She understood the two were coming to learn the group’s decision about where they wished to be left off, after the Keyhole attack. With a stiffening of her back and a quick straightening of her blue jumpsuit, she smiled at them both, glad to see them but also very glad that the group of twenty Omega managers were standing behind and to either side of her. Two weeks spent with them, with Gatekeeper and with solo families and workers had melded them together, even as some members expressed strong views on where they should go. Red-headed Rebecca moved closer to stand beside her. 
 
   “Think they will object?” asked the former manager of Omega’s staff housing department.
 
   “I doubt it,” Sarah murmured. “It’s a sensible choice and not that far away from Keyhole.”
 
   The tall, curly black-haired form of the Vigilante stopped a meter from her crowd, his left hand holding the right hand of Eliana the geneticist. His red-brown skin contrasted nicely with Eliana’s albino white. And she’d learned to be patient with Matt when she’d heard about his slow virus chronic disease problem. But both of them looked alert, rested and interested. She hoped their good mood would last through this visit.
 
   Dragoneaux inclined his head. “Leader Sarah, we understand your group has reached consensus. Would you like to discuss your decision here, on the couch among the crowd over there, or in private?”
 
   About seventy of her fellow bondServants were in the commissary eating, playing vidgames, chatting about the future or sharing worries about kids and jobs. They had noticed the Vigilante’s arrival but did not act interested in coming over. And their friendly AI Gatekeeper was keeping the young children busy with three dee holos of little furry critters. So be it. She smiled at Eliana and at . . . Matt. She should be polite and use his first name.
 
   “Matt, we can visit here, with my fellow Omega managers,” she said, gesturing to various people. “You know Rebecca and George. Also gathered here are Knut, Suzanne, Aiko, Atsushi, Marybell, Thomas, Wasuko, Giuseppe, Chang, and other folks you have not yet met. We formed discussion groups and have reached a decision on the three choices offered by you.”
 
   Eliana leaned forward, her green eyes alert and focused. “And? Where do you wish to be left off?”
 
   “Kappa Crucis cluster,” Sarah said. “The Jewel Box as it’s known. While all the primary stars are supergiants just fourteen million years old, a Sixth Wave human colony orbits a yellow-white F3 main sequence star that is hidden by the red-orange supergiant at the center of the vee of giant stars. It is called Morrigan by its settlers and has been settled for fifty years. While the settlers are all of Irish or Celtic heritage, and speak Gaelic among themselves, we think we can fit in there and be of help to the million or so settlers.”
 
   Matt nodded slowly. “Your data match my information. Morrigan is just 1,600 light years from the Keyhole, and lies between the Scutum-Crux and Carina-Sagittarius arms. We will be glad to drop you off on Morrigan. Along with fifty thousand platinum Standards as our effort to contribute to your settlement efforts.”
 
   “Nice,” said George, his brogue reminding Sarah of his own Irish heritage. “We can buy new clothes, datapads, toys for the kids and furnishings for wherever we can find living space. Most of the families here have worried a lot about the colony setup we might find at Morrigan. This will make things . . . less troublesome.”
 
   Suzanne smiled too. “Thank you, Matthew Dragoneaux. And you too Eliana for your help with our families and kids. They’ve enjoyed their visits to the Biolab and your talks about what you do.”
 
   Sarah had appreciated Eliana’s involvement in helping folks relax after the horrendous image of the T’Chak dragon. The woman had shared some of her family history, and the story of how Matt had saved her planet and its peoples from destruction by the Halicene Conglomerate. It was an impressive story. But being far away from such a famous human as . . . Matt would probably be smart for regular folks like themselves. She would rather hear about his exploits from the galactic tachnet than be onsite as starships and weapons fought and exploded.
 
   “You are welcome, Suzanne,” Eliana said, glancing at a patient Matt, then showing the relaxed side of her that Sarah appreciated. “Some of your young children remind me of my niece Calyce. And her fellow crossbreed students. Makes me . . . be hopeful about the future.”
 
   Sarah nodded, then focused on the Vigilante. “Matt, what now? What happens when we arrive at CC41324?”
 
   His relaxed expression turned neutral. “Combat. We will conduct a hit-and-run strike on the naval shipyard that lies in its asteroid belt. We will approach at speed. We should be in and out within ten minutes. A few hours later we will Translate and head for Kappa Crucis.”
 
   George stepped forward a pace. “Any chance some of us can watch this space combat? I’ve never seen an Anarchate military shipyard.”
 
   Matt looked puzzled, then shrugged his broad shoulders under the checkered yukata he wore. “As you wish. Anyone who wants to watch in . . . human time-mode can call for Channel Seven and the wallscreen will shift to that channel.”
 
   “Human time-mode?” asked blond-haired Suzanne. The former IT manager for the entire casino sounded puzzled. And, Sarah noticed, she was holding hands with George. A nice development, she thought.
 
   Eliana looked up at Matt, who kept his expression neutral. “Suzanne, Sarah, George, Rebecca, everyone, I am a human-cyborg hybrid,” he said. “Some of you have seen the cable patch at the back of my neck. Or noticed my strength when I helped move one of those portable couches over there. What no one has seen is when I am in lightspeed synchrony, communicating with this starship, with Mata Hari and with BattleMind in what I call ocean-time. My mind moves at lightspeed then, and nanoseconds move like minutes while picoseconds whiz along. It is the only way a human can think at computer speed and interrelate with this starship. In short, I and we think fast, act fast, and any battle we are involved in happens very quickly.” He smiled briefly. “Time for me to head for the Bridge. We will be materializing not far from the shipyard asteroid very shortly. Good day, all.”
 
   Sarah and her friends watched the human man who seemed more comfortable with AIs walk out to the Spine hallway with Eliana and disappear from their sight. Now, if only her memories of the vaporization of the casino could disappear as easily. While she had never liked any of the Owners, even the two human ones, she still felt traumatic shock at seeing the place she had worked for twenty-five years be vaporized by a black antimatter beam. It left a memory of danger that none of her fellow humans would easily forget.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt sat in the Interlock Pit five minutes before the end of Translation, soaking in the lightbeam data inputs. He rested within a metal-lined cone, a cone filled with flashing lightbeams that did not hurt. The cone breathed with him, hurt with him, talked to him, and listened as he talked back—with a shrug, with a blink, and lightspeed quick with a change in PET-imaged codes. At the normal human speed level a twitch of fingers, groin, or feet would do. Matt controlled his levels of adrenaline, signaling with his body, a puppet on lightbeam strings who talked back to the puppetmaster. Those being the T’Chak starship and his AI friend, Mata Hari.
 
   Her verbal repartee was all very nice, but Mata Hari was not 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. And, he’d learned months ago, she was something else. She was the outer “interface” for BattleMind, that T’Chak entity created by the Lacunae Mindworks. It was as harsh as the appearance of an organic T’Chak, but able to listen to options. If Matt could stand the massive data overload that touching BattleMind’s harshly alien mind always brought. Fortunately, Mata Hari buffered that mind-to-mind contact, as she had done during the fight with the two Nova battleglobes. Now, he would have to reconnect to BattleMind as they prepared to mount an offense that moved at nearly the speed of light.
 
   Matt looked left at Eliana, the woman who had given up her world for him. She was fashionably dressed in an embroidered white blouse, blue jumpsuit and partially cocooned by the clamshells of the accel-couch. She seemed preoccupied with staring at a sidewall display of CC41324, its four gas giant planets and the Ceres-size rock ball that hosted the shipyard’s living quarters, administration, landing field, Tachyon Pylon and even some defense lasers. He already had a mind-image of every Anarchate building on the rock ball, along with a month-old three dee image of the twenty hulls in various stages of construction, most of them in low orbit so transit time from habitats to work took minutes versus hours. 
 
   A month ago there were also four Nova battleglobes in higher geosync orbit that always kept them over the land base, their crews involved in upgrading of weapons systems, cross-training with rock-bound employees of Combat Command, or enjoying the separate Pleasure Dome that hosted living greenery, a blue lake, gambling halls and sexual diversions of every category. No doubt the crews of visiting globeships needed their “entertainment” after weeks and months spent patrolling the nearby space of Orion Arm and Carina-Sagittarius Arm. How many there would be now was something they would discover just after exiting their Alcubierre Drive Translation field and were able to receive five minute old images from the rock ball’s vicinity. At least the white light of the A-type star brought enough illumination to the asteroid belt for his ship sensors to pick up normal light, ultraviolet and infrared images from the rock ball.
 
   The back of his neck twinged. Mata Hari was reminding him it was time to prepare for leaving Translation.
 
   “Mata Hari,” he said aloud for Eliana’s benefit. “Did you take care of having our guests secured from inertial shock?”
 
   “I did not,” she said.
 
   Matt frowned. “Why not?”
 
   “Because Gatekeeper was tasked by you, as you may recall, with the care, feeding and handling of the refugee humans. I alerted him to the impending exit from Translation. He spread the word of the impending battle and all humans are now secured. Gatekeeper was very careful in his duties.”
 
   Mata Hari’s voice tone carried something extra. Something he had wondered about when Gatekeeper had come aboard while they were orbiting above Omega. “Good. Uh, has Gatekeeper helped you in other ways?”
 
   In his mind Mata Hari’s mind-flow stiffened, suggesting a formality not usually there. “He has been helpful,” she said in a routine voice.
 
   Eliana smiled but kept her attention focused on the sidewall screen that would update with a real-time image of the rock ball’s starships and hulls under construction once they left Translation. Perhaps his lifepartner knew something about Mata Hari and Gatekeeper that only a female understood. Ah well. To battle it was.
 
    With a sigh, Matt reached back, grabbed the optical fiber cable, and plugged it into the receptor implanted in the back of his neck. At cervical vertebrae one level. 
 
   Mata Hari could have plugged him in using a servo. But for Matt to take the cable and plug in, using his own muscle power . . . well, symbolism wasn’t limited to organic lifeforms.
 
   He 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. He saw that BattleMind had already opened the Restricted Rooms to his observation, while Mata Hari herself rubbed her mental shoulders against him, acting as the buffering interface he needed to survive being so close to the hurricane thoughts of BattleMind. Matt PET imaged a series of thoughts that Eliana would hear as a buzz of noise while he would mentally image them as words.
 
   “Mata Hari, are the ecofields in the roomsuites backed up with secondary power?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” said the mind image of the World War I spy who sported the late Victorian white dress as her persona’s standard appearance. She now took shape as a life-size holosphere between him and Eliana, who looked startled then nodded as she too heard the slow, human-normal alert of impending Translation departure. “Gatekeeper took care of that matter. As we discussed earlier.”
 
   Four hundred milliseconds, ninety-eight nanoseconds, forty-two picoseconds and six femtoseconds, murmured Matt’s onboard timebot.
 
   In his mind there loomed the image of BattleMind the T’Chak dragon, while the mental presence of the starship’s true owner made his mind feel crowded. “Organic Matthew Dragoneaux, do you have any new variations on the Attack Plan we three agreed on earlier?”
 
   The impact of the alien AI’s mind flow was like a cross between a hurricane and a waterfall. Feeling both drenched in its thoughts and battered by their speed, Matt nodded mentally. “One minor change. Rather than turn the rock ball into a small sun using your Sun Glow weapon, I ask that we leave the living quarters of the Anarchate shipyard untouched by weapons fire.”
 
   “Why!” demanded BattleMind impatiently.
 
   Six hundred milliseconds.
 
   Matt felt nausea twist his stomach and his finger joints ached with the residue of rheumatoid arthritis. Eliana’s and Mata Hari’s monoclonal antibodies and epigenetic shutdown proteins had not completely erased the effects of the slow virus. 
 
   “To save at least 30,000 of the 42,212 lifeforms that were present on and near the rock ball a month ago,” Matt said, his mind imaging human and alien people living in personal apartments that circled the central Admin dome habitat. “As you saw at Omega, I prefer to destroy only the Anarchate’s offensive starships and fighting personnel.”
 
   He felt BattleMind flap its mental wings, the claws at the forward edge of each wing arcing in imagined ripping of the Anarchate foe. “Saving organic lives is secondary to my Task. What purpose is served by not destroying the entire asteroid and thereby depriving the Anarchate of trained workers?”
 
   “Propaganda,” Matt said quickly, offering a mental image of the galactic tachnet and how rumor, official messages, family messages and vidshows all crossed at FTL speed using the tachyonic network that linked the entire galaxy in a near “real time” communications net. While the tachnet brought word of his attacks to nearby Anarchate globeships, and thus allowed them to arrive while he was still in a system, it also served the trillions of civilian lifeforms who inhabited thousands of planets across the galaxy. “In short, some of the people we leave alive will understand we could have killed them, we did not, and no matter what the Anarchate officials say about our attack, the fact that this ship did so much damage and yet spared lives will spread across the Milky Way galaxy. It will undermine the assumed authority of the Anarchate. Understood?”
 
   “Understood,” grumbled the dragon mind image of BattleMind, its red eyes conveying a look of irritation. “Accepted. Are you prepared for your part in this near-lightspeed assault?”
 
   “He is,” Mata Hari said to BattleMind across their shared mindLink. “And so am I. All twelve fusion power plants are at peak energy output, the directed energy domes are already extruded, and . . . each of your six antimatter pontoons contain magfield reservoirs of neutron antimatter ready for emission upon arrival.”
 
   “Your work was observed by one of my sublinkages and is satisfactory,” said BattleMind, its crocodile mouth opening slightly to reveal very sharp teeth. Though impossible to do for its morphoform, Matt perceived a sense of a ferocious grin. “Now, we begin,” it said, materializing on the Bridge to Matt’s right in its full twelve foot tall shape.
 
   At his left, Eliana began to look startled. Then focused forward. Mata Hari’s holo stared ahead at the front holosphere, which would show all outside combat events at human-normal speed for George and those humans tuned into Channel Seven. In Matt’s mind the lightspeed impulses of various sensors brought the sudden appearance of stars.
 
   They had arrived.
 
   A dragon spread its wings.
 
   One second, imaged Mata Hari.
 
   In his mind, the dragon’s upper body armor was studded with directed energy emitters, while its yellow underbelly glowed with Repulsor energy blocks, laser emitters, tractor and pressor beam installations. Most importantly, the Alcubierre space-time pods located at the starship’s nose, top, bottom and both sides glowed with dark energy. And on both wings there pivoted the six AM pontoon projectors, each one now aimed forward and just picoseconds away from emitting their coherent antimatter beams.
 
   Translation shock battered Matt’s mind, nerves and body as if three tsunamis were battering him. He stayed aware, intent and took in the events taking place at nanosecond intervals.
 
   One second, thirteen nanoseconds.
 
   Suddenly his mind received the current visual image of the shipyard rock ball and those objects orbiting it. They were images just five light minutes old. Very fresh, compared to month-old imagery from the Intelligence dome memory crystal.
 
   Eighteen partially built globeship hulks orbited just a hundred miles above the surface of the rock ball, while three thousand miles out hung five operational Nova-class battleglobes, their twelve-kilometer wide shapes glowing with a pale white glow from the distant star. None of them were moving, but the lightspeed image showed each battleglobe stood at operational readiness, prepared to enter combat in a few seconds. Which, Matt knew from the intelligence crystal, was the required status mode demanded by Combat Command for all its combat vessels. Glinting nearby were three triangular courier vessels, and six large Tube Ships that ID’d as optoelectronic supply vessels, carrying starship devices that could not be made locally. Finally, lying fifty thousand kilometers out were thousands of x-ray laser Remotes, each a hydrogen bomb ready to explode and emit coherent x-rays at whatever source was identified as its target. A minefield!
 
   One second, twenty-four nanoseconds.
 
   “Matthew,” spoke Mata Hari, “we had not anticipated the minefield. Could it be a new response to our attacks of Combat Command facilities?”
 
   “Probably,” he mind-muttered to his partner, enjoying the sense of mental oneness they now shared. “BattleMind, suggest you add a plasma globe barrage to follow our AM beams as a way of clearing the mines from our entry pathway.”
 
   “Accepted,” said the mental hurricane that battered at Matt’s senses, leaving him shaken in mind. His body would catch up. After all the combat was finished.
 
   One second, fifty-one nanoseconds.
 
   Mentally he blinked as the first six antimatter beams speared out toward the five Anarchate Novas. Matt gave thanks there was no need to compute an orbital track progression for the Novas. Their exit from Translation had put them on a three-quarters lightspeed approach to the rock ball, with the ball’s Admin habitats, living units and Pleasure Dome located in the center of the holosphere even now beginning to take shape at the front of the Bridge. While the hulks orbited slowly, and would require computation of where they would be in five minutes, the five battleglobes were located further out and they remained stationary at geosync. That allowed starship Mata Hari and BattleMind to aim six beams directly at the five ships. 
 
   Two seconds, sixty-two nanoseconds.
 
   A second volley of black AM beams shot out from Mata Hari’s wing pontoons, their trajectory shifted slightly to allow for a circular dispersion outward by the battleglobes, assuming their visual detection of Mata Hari allowed them any action after the simultaneous arrival of the first six AM beams. Matt mind-blinked, reminding BattleMind of the need to emit purple plasma globes from the ship’s two kilometer-long axial accelerator to take out the minefield Remotes.
 
   “Already done, small organic!” snarled BattleMind as a tiny thread of its awareness responded to his slow mind-probe.
 
   Matt’s mind filled with the image of a snarling crocodile mouth opening a round orifice and spitting forth the purple flame of a two hundred meter-wide plasma globe, its contents held together by a charged field that kept the plasma from dissipating into vacuum. A second plasma globe followed the first. Then, with the mind-sound of a lion’s roar, the third plasma globe burst out from the nose of Mata Hari. Each globe filled one apex of a triangular zone that would be wiped clean of any x-ray laser Remotes.
 
   Three seconds, twenty-five nanoseconds.
 
   His vision blurred briefly as the forward Alcubierre space-time field placed its grey flatness between the starship and anything that might lie between them and the rock ball. Identical fields took shape top, bottom and to either side of starship Mata Hari. But it was inside the ship that true weapons of stellar destruction came online.
 
   Matt’s mind sped up, seeing things in picosecond and femtosecond intervals.
 
   The room that shimmered with neutrinos and felt slightly out-of-time contained the Sun Glow emitter that could turn a planet into a miniature sun of magnetically contained plasma clouds. While BattleMind had agreed to not turn the rock ball into a brief ball of sun plasma, it was clear the alien AI hoped to use the Sun Glow against some other target.
 
   Next to the neutrino room glowed the Graviton Beam with yellow hellishness, its coherent gravitons able to turn any solid object into a tiny black hole. Matt shivered, thinking of the warped space-time that was contained in a space that occupied one-fourth of the lower belly of Mata Hari. It took four fusion reactors to supply adequate energy flow to the Sun Glow and Graviton rooms.
 
   Just beyond them lay the initiator for the axial plasma funnel accelerator, its magcoils occupying the central core of the starship. And at the opposite end of the starship bulked the orange glow of the Bethe Inducer, a device able to turn any solid object into a few particles of neutron star, or to make any star go nova in less than a second. The Bethe Inducer and the neutron antimatter beamers were the strongest weapons possessed by the Anarchate, but were second-level for Mata Hari.
 
   What no one else but the T’Chak aliens possessed were the central ring of Alcubierre space-time pods that could project an Alcubierre pocket universe as a flat sheet of altered, different space-time, a sheet that shunted any energy beam or solid matter weapon into another part of the universe. After first collapsing any matter into a centimeter thick sheet of metal, electronics and squishy organic residue. The shunting aside of all offensive weaponry was the perfect defense field for Mata Hari. It absorbed all matter and energy attacks, while randomly opening brief holes in the space-time sheets for Mata Hari’s own weapons to blast away at the enemy. 
 
   Three seconds, twenty-six nanoseconds said the mind speech of Mata Hari.
 
   Seeing their attack plan unfold in synchrony with the AI mind-fields of Mata Hari and BattleMind was a little like watching an old-time, antique computer simulation, one that children had loved to play using handheld datapads. The “games” were oh-so-pretty simulations of starships battling one another, of combat suited humans fighting aliens, and colonists landing triumphantly on a new world that would be their colony home. Or so Matt had read during his self-schooling when he worked as a stevedore aboard an alien starship. The true reality of life under the heel of a galactic culture run by ruthless aliens was barely touched in the imagery he had viewed briefly. And none of them had caught the mental pain of a neurowhip, a sensory flagellation device that one’s job Master wielded with a precision that input agony but did not cause you to pass out. A bondServant who passed out too often was usually discarded, like so much rubbish or stellar debris.
 
   Three seconds, four hundred nanoseconds, nine picoseconds and three femtoseconds.
 
   Following after the purple plasma globes came coherent lightspeed beams emitted by the ship’s carbon dioxide, neutral particle, excimer, proton and excimer lasers, each laser burst aimed at one of 18 hulls still abuilding in low orbit above the rock ball. They quickly passed by the one-third lightspeed plasma balls. Matt’s biceps felt the launch of much slower KKMs. The kinetic kill missiles each carried a three megaton bomb, a hundred thousand onboard nanoshells, white noise emitters, Seek-Identify sensors, three holo Decoys or thousands of tachRemotes that would spread out ahead of them and allow FTL detection and alerting to incoming lightbeam and solid weapons. While the Anarchate also possessed dedicated tachRemotes, they had not been launched yet since the base only knew a starship had arrived at the scheduled time at the expected location, thanks to the FTL gravity waves that were picked up instantly after any starship’s emergence from Alcubierre Drive Translation.
 
   Four seconds, seven femtoseconds.
 
   Six new neutron antimatter beams shot forth, this time aimed at the six largest hulls under construction by the rock ball crews. A second volley of six beams followed a few picoseconds later, aiming for the next group of hulls, while powerful proton beam blisters shot 50,000 megawatt beams at the six remaining hulls, leaving only the surface installations for targeting. Matt sighed internally, letting go of BattleMind’s superfast mind imagery. He could take only a short linkage with the T’Chak AI before mental exhaustion hit him. And they had most of four minutes left before the final light minute of their closing approach happened and they learned what counteraction the Anarchate vessels and AIs had done upon optical detection of their non-Anarchate shape.
 
   Four seconds, nine hundred nanoseconds said Mata Hari, her attention mostly focused on activating the belly Repulsor blocks so as to move the starship off of its incoming vector, in anticipation of some kind of counterfire from the Anarchate battleglobes. 
 
   Five seconds said a smiling Mata Hari, as if she understood and accepted his organic limitations.
 
   “Matt,” began Eliana, speaking so slowly his onboard nanobyte datacubes had to accelerate her acoustic words into mind-talk that Matt would comprehend. “We’re shooting black beams and orange flares and purple balls and—”
 
   She said no more in the brief five seconds perceived by her organic eyes and mind. Matt focused on the surface installations on the rock ball, mentally noting targets for Mata Hari’s laser blisters. He spoke aloud, relying on Mata Hari to transmit the proper mind-imagery to BattleMind.
 
   “BattleMind, leave the Tachyon Pylon intact so the survivors can call for help and also spread word of our attack,” Matt said in PET thought-imagery. “Take out the six carbon dioxide laser mounts that surround the landing field. You could put a small antimatter beam into the center of the Admin habitat dome. The crater from total matter-to-energy conversion will not extend to the living quarters on the outer ring of the base. Uh, and allocate two AM beams at that courier ship which is moving outsystem and aiming for the open space between the asteroid belt and planet four. It’s probably a normal courier departure, but I do not want it to Translate before we finish here.”
 
   “Understood. Acting,” came the hailstone mind-reply of BattleMind as the AI did as Matt asked, took in every source of radiation now impacting on their location, the locations of small to large asteroids even though millions of kilometers separated each asteroid from its closest neighbor, the distance to their exit point from the asteroid field after combat, the exact calculations for in-system Translation if that seemed wise, the hours later coordinates for a heliopause Translation, the activation of a backup Alcubierre space-time sheet lying just behind the primary sheet since BattleMind had not just repaired the burned out space-time node, but had built a second node in case of overload, and thousands of other datastreams from dozens of source points.
 
   Matt winced in mind, and later in body, as his lightspeed senses shivered from the impact of BattleMind’s mind-flow. Beside him, her mind as close to his as if they stood shoulder-to-shoulder, Mata Hari gave him a sympathetic look along with a thumbs-up encouragement signal.
 
   Six seconds, three hundred nanoseconds, Mata Hari spoke in his mind.
 
   “Thank you, my dear partner, for mostly shielding me from that inferno of thought,” Matt said.
 
   It went on like that for four full minutes as Matt perceived two computers thinking in lightspeed mode, rarely offering a comment, most of the time being spent in thinking ahead to the final minute when any attack would materialize from Anarchate sources while they worked to maneuver on random vectors to avoid staying in one place too long. Matt smiled to himself. The old Vigilante lesson of “track ‘em, strike ‘em and be elsewhere when the Anarchate battleglobe shows up” was exactly what they were doing as the final minute approached. Except this time, a Vigilante was hanging around to slug it out with several battleglobes.
 
   “—and those purple globes are so big,” came Eliana’s soft voice as his mind allowed four minutes of normal speech to impact his mind. “We’re also moving sideways, and the grey Alcubierre fields are on now. Sure hope no one drops some super-megaton Remotes onto us. Or tries a side shot from an x-ray Remote in hopes of zipping through the overlap edges of the space-time shields. Could that really happen, Matthew? Do you—”
 
   Three minutes fifty eight seconds said Mata Hari, her attention focused on direct routing of broadcast power to all weapons. She had stolen power from internal gravplates not needed to hold down people in rooms not occupied by organics. And the breathable air supply to each sector of the starship now had a backup ecofield tank in case the adaptive optics of the outer flexhull was penetrated by a beam or nanoRemote.
 
   Matt thought Eliana’s worry about side-penetrating beams was overstated, but there did exist centimeter-wide gaps where the five space-time fields overlapped. While the overlapping prevented any straight-on penetration of a beam, someone or something shooting at a nearly flat angle might be able to insert a beam through the tiny gap between the two fields. He PET mind-imaged the worry and the solution to Mata Hari for relay to BattleMind. He’d be in direct contact with that raging mind in short seconds as the four light minutes mark was reached.
 
   In his mind, four light minutes passed since their Translation exit, the gravity wave pulse of their arrival and now the light image of their ship and its weapons firing would be visible to normal light telescopes based on the rock ball. The scopes would likely be monitored by slow human people, but the photon input of each scope would surely be routed directly to the Admin AI and the five operational Novas. Tachlink signals from ground to starship would exceed the slight delay caused by EMF signaling. So in a few seconds past four light minutes, the Combat CPUs of each Nova starship would know about Matt, starship Mata Hari and the incoming AM beams—even as those beams struck the hulls of the five Novas. What would the Combat CPUs do in the small time space between seeing his ship and being hit by antimatter beams?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The forward holosphere blossomed with white flame as the first wave of six black antimatter beams struck various parts of the five Novas in geosync orbit above the rock ball. The blasts expanded as perfect spheres since there was no gravity to cause part of the total mater-to-energy plasma globe to deform. Only space and solid matter of kilometers worth of metal hull, armor, habitat cubes, control junctures, deut-li storage tanks and a few fusion power plants stood in the way of the AM globe. Those items soon vanished into gamma rays, red gases and yellow bursts as artificial lightning sprang from one fragment to another. That first volley of beams completed its strike. Soon to be followed by AM beam barrages two and three. 
 
   Matt mind-imaged the lightspeed destruction even before it was rerouted to the holosphere for eventual viewing by his normal speed guests. In his mind, death happened.
 
   Three of the Nova battleglobes destroyed themselves as four AM beams hit the exact center of their mass, propelling the coherent AM plasma deep into each ship’s interior. As the roiling whiteness of total matter-to-energy annihilation ate deeper into the three ships, the onboard fusion reactors lost containment either directly or indirectly through vaporization of their magcoil control links. Whatever the final cause, the uncontained fusion plasma of at least ten fusion reactors per battleglobe now added their violence to the incoming total annihilation. Three thousand beings died as each thousand-member Nova crew died with their ship.
 
   One surviving Nova lost a third of its north pole substance since its projected location was slightly different than what BattleMind and Mata Hari had computed. That Nova spun to the side, Repulsor blocks moving it sideways away from the vector of Matt’s first AM beams.
 
   The fifth Nova had moved outside the target point of the first wave AM beam aimed at it. That good luck allowed its Combat CPU a few nanoseconds to think. Its image shimmered with the stretched-space look of a startup by its Alcubierre Drive as the onboard CPU tried to throw its home out to another part of space before more AM beams could arrive, no matter the effect a completed Translation might have on the nearby shipyard rock ball.
 
   It failed as, twenty nanoseconds later, the second wave of six AM beams struck a little further out than the computed stationary location of each globeship. The fifth Nova’s sideways push by Repulsor fields took it directly into two of BattleMind’s follow-on antimatter beams. It too converted itself into a polychrome cloud of plasma and minor metal pieces.
 
   But Nova four, moving under control despite the loss of one-third of its body mass, suddenly fired neutron antimatter beams along the vector of approach of Mata Hari’s AM beams. 
 
   Sooner than he could blink two black beams passed to the starboard side of Mata Hari, their location well beyond the Alcubierre flat space-time fields thanks to the Repulsor field that had moved them sideways and off their original vector line.
 
   “Impudent ship full of stupid organics!” snarled BattleMind deep in Matt’s mind, the force of its thought-speech-image shaking him to the core. But he stayed alert enough to see the Sun Glow room emit a broad yellow spear of coherent fusion that fifty seconds later would strike the fourth Nova and turn it into a few whisps of star plasma.
 
   Matt’s mind now filled with the effects of the laser beam barrage and the two antimatter barrages that were aimed at the eighteen hulls under construction as they orbited just above the rock ball’s Admin dome. Violence filled his visual cortex and then blazed across the forward holosphere as each hull was struck solidly, with only the six hit by proton, carbon dioxide, excimer and hydrogen-fluorine lasers retaining any semblance of shape. The AM beams vaporized twelve hulls into balls of incandescent whiteness, while the lasers evaporated large holes in the remaining six hulls. A single ten-centimeter wide AM beam speared through the debris cloud to impact the Admin dome on the rock ball’s surface, leaving behind a crater 500 meters deep and three kilometers wide. To one side the landing field lasers were vaporized by follow-on proton beam strikes, while a backup fusion power plant disappeared in the glow of coherent HF laser fire.
 
   His mind brightened with the oncoming strike of three free electron laser beams fired by the surviving Nova as the distance between Mata Hari and the Nova shrank to thirty light seconds. The brown beams disappeared into the forward Alcubierre field sheet before Matt could feel afraid, worried or think of taking some action.
 
   The six supply ships broke apart under BattleMind’s laser attack as Mata Hari’s outer skin of beam warts targeted ships as directed by the T’Chak AI, leaving Mata Hari to turn two AM pontoons towards the two courier ships that were moving outsystem under full deut-li thrust. The lightspeed black beams impacted the two ships, evaporating them into charged electrons, neutral particles and random protons.
 
   Fatigue washed over Matt, leaving his mind feeling dull from the constant impact of thoughts from Mata Hari and BattleMind. From across the Bridge came Eliana’s voice, saying something in reaction to what she had seen on the holosphere and the side wall panel that showed the first image of the shipyard shortly after they arrived five light minutes out from the shipyard.
 
   “Matt, uh, maybe I’m not seeing it correctly but . . . but the destruction on screen accounts for two courier ships. Weren’t there three in those first images?” she said.
 
   It took fifty picoseconds for his numb brain to process the import of Eliana’s words, then he screamed mentally.
 
   “Lift ship! Lift ship! The third courier has gone stealth and is trying for a beam shot into the field overlap spaces!”
 
   BattleMind’s hurricane of mind thoughts impacted him directly, with no buffering by Mata Hari as she fed power to the belly Repulsor blocks and set the ship to spinning much the way Matt had done long ago when a sneak attack had hit them at Hagonar Station.
 
   “Where!” roared BattleMind.
 
   “The sun!” croaked Matt, barely able to withstand the mental impact. “Its neutrino emissions are lost among the emissions from the local star.”
 
   Two left-side AM pontoons twisted to point sideways toward the local yellow-white star. 
 
   Two things happened simultaneously.
 
   A red neutral particle beam laser struck Mata Hari’s left side Alcubierre sheet, disappearing into its grey otherness.
 
   Two black AM beams shot toward the local sun, their vectors a guess by an alien AI with a short temper. Though no doubt the incoming laser’s vector was the primary guideline for their return fire.
 
   A second neutral particle beam laser slithered between the left side and belly Alcubierre sheets, entering the centimeter wide gap that was exposed for only a few milliseconds before the ship’s rotation removed the gap exposure.
 
   A few milliseconds were enough. The laser was not deflected by Mata Hari’s local magnetic field shield and hit the sapphire crystal adaptive optics defense. The beam’s thousand megawatt power was enough to vaporize a meter square area of crystals, hit the carbon-carbon ablative layers underneath, penetrate the alien version of Kevlar lying beneath the ablatives and then drill into the flexhull that lay underneath the shielding that had briefly failed.
 
   Matt felt a burning in his left kidney as the starship that his mind wore like a suit of clothing screamed its inner pain from a lucky laser shot. His mind whirling with worry that one of the refugee humans might have been killed by the laser strike, Matt used his interior videyes to check on the few rooms that lay at the point of the laser’s penetration.
 
   The beam had struck only five meters into his starship, but its strike point was one of the bedrooms occupied by an Omega family. 
 
   The children!
 
   The bedroom videye showed Rebecca’s four children enveloped in the clamshell sides of their beds, their bodies restrained by local inertial fields. The bathroom that lay to one side of the large bedroom was . . . a yellow glow as the laser beam sputtered out from impacting the room’s mirror. The beam splintered into a million flares as the mirror broke its coherence. On the other side of the bathroom lay Rebecca and her husband Rafael, just now rising as the glare of laser impact spread through the clear optical matter walls. Matt’s stomach clenched as the faces of Rebecca and Rafael showed a look of horror, then sudden relief as the mirror’s black scorch mark faded as the optical matter recovered and the living shapes of their children were clear to view. He felt sudden relief, then dark satisfaction as, in a side of his mind, the outside space image flared with the destruction of the third courier ship.
 
   “A useful tactic, this hiding in front of a star,” BattleMind roared into Matt’s inner ear, the slithering shape of the T’Chak dragon showing a predatory hunger as the last bit of Anarchate resistance melted away under the impact of the second AM beam. “Though the field overlap gap is something I had not expected to be a danger.”
 
   Matt blinked, bit his tongue, swallowed stomach acid, then gave a mental nod to Mata Hari for her careful AM beam shots while reminding the starship’s alien AI that a human had saved the ship from greater damage.
 
   “Eliana my lifemate was the one who detected the absent courier ship,” Matt PET mind-image talked into the hurricane buffeting of BattleMind’s normal thought mode. “She also mentioned it before Translation ended as something for Mata Hari to be alert for. Which Mata Hari responded to by rotating this ship, thus allowing only a brief exposure of the seam gap to any offensive strike.”
 
   The T’Chak dragon’s red eyes filled Matt’s mind, as if the crocodile head of the dragon now lay just inches from his nose. “So she did. So did my interface persona that claims the name of Mata Hari. It seems that other species besides you humans know how to be sneaky.”
 
   “Correct,” Matt said quickly into the hailstone impact of BattleMind’s thoughts. “Which is why we need a few more combat encounters with the Anarchate, after we deliver the refugee humans to the colony world at Kappa Crucis. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” muttered BattleMind as part of its alien consciousness saw to the automated repair of the ship’s flexhull fabric, replacing the areas burned out by the neutral particle beam’s impact. “Tend to your organic refugees while I move this ship outward to open space. I believe we will Translate as soon as we clear this asteroid belt. It is clear that some Anarchate minds can be . . . inventive with combat tactics. I prefer to be in Translation to an unknown target world before more battleglobes arrive in this system.”
 
   Matt mentally sighed. Then, with a shudder he left ocean-time and blinked his eyes in slow, slow, natural blinks. He looked to his left.
 
   “Eliana, thank you! Your warning kept us from serious harm. But one laser beam hit Rebecca’s rooms. No one was hurt, but everyone is scared.” Her green eyes widened as she heard the news. “Will you help me out of this Pit and walk with me to Rebecca’s roomsuite? I want to see their children . . . alive and healthy.”
 
   She smiled, then sat forward as the clamshells of the accel-couch retracted. “Sure Matt. I’d love to go with you.”
 
   Together two humans, one a Pure Breed cyborg-human symbiont and the other a Derindl-Human crossbreed, walked out of the Bridge and into the Spine hallway, their steps echoing down its two kilometer length. This time they walked as one. One in spirit and one in togetherness they were. And one in mutual love.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarah Vasiliades left her roomsuite at the verbal request of Matt, which came over her room intercom. Checking her blue jumpsuit in a wall mirror just before the slidedoor opened, she stepped into the Spine hallway. Eliana and Matt, both leaning into each other, looked dead tired. And their clothes were rumpled. But the eyes of both showed a concern that made her anxious to hear them.
 
   “Yes? Is there a problem?”
 
   Matt winced. Eliana grimaced. “Mistress, the battle is ended but an Anarchate courier ship sneaked a laser beam past our shields. It impacted in the roomsuite of Rebecca and Rafael.”
 
   “They’re hurt!” 
 
   “No! No one is hurt,” Eliana said. “But the blast hit the bathroom used by the children and was seen by them and their parents. We are on our way to reassure them. Will you join us?”
 
   “Of course. But one moment.” Sarah tapped open her roomsuite’s slidedoor and called inside. “Gatekeeper, will you join us? We have a human emergency.”  She faced back to Matt and Eliana, wondering what they would think of her invitation to the Omega AI to stay in her quarters during the battle. In truth it was helping her prepare options for adapting to the Tuatha De Danann culture emphasis of Morrigan. Ah well.
 
   Matt ignored the floating silver globe of the Omega AI and nodded down at her. “Thank you, Leader Sarah. We will shortly enter Translation for the star system of Morrigan. But right now we can use your help with the Dominguez family.”
 
   “Of course,” she said, turning left to head down the Spine hallway for the quarters of the Dominguez family, which lay almost at the end of the Spine. While the laser beam had frightened two of her compatriots, she was glad it had not gone further aft and damaged one of the fusion reactors. While this ship was a shape-changing wonder, she could not help but worry over unstable power plants. The plant on Omega had had its share of problems even with the resources of the Owners.
 
   The green outlined slidedoor of Rebecca, Rafael and their four children was closed. Sarah touched the Announce patch and spoke calmly.
 
   “Rebecca? It’s Sarah. With Matt, Eliana and Gatekeeper. May we come inside to see how you and the kids are doing?”
 
   The slidedoor swished open and Sarah sucked in her breath at the image of fear and anger on her friend’s face. “Hi Sarah.” The red-headed woman glanced at her crowd, fixing on Matt. “And you, Mr. Vigilante. You said this was not our fight. But our children nearly died from your fight! Why! And how soon can we escape your captivity?”
 
   The tall, reddish-skinned man whose confidence never seemed to waver, stepped back a pace, clearly bothered by Rebecca’s anger. Then Matt’s fists clenched and his neutral look replaced the normal human-worry look he’d had when outside her slidedoor. Before Eliana could speak, he did.
 
   “Mistress Rebecca, I am very sorry for the danger to your children. I was watching in my mind as the beam wiggled through a gap in our defense shields. When the ship’s internal locator showed it had struck your cabin, my first thought was ‘the children’!” Matt, the man who never showed doubt, shook his head slowly. “The danger to your family was . . . unexpected, although Eliana spoke of the chance of a sneak beam impact just before the battles began. And Mata Hari—” at the mention of the AI her shape took form in a lifesize holo, standing to Matt’s right while Eliana stood silent at his left—“rotated the ship in order to reduce the chance of such a lucky shot. Thanks to her efforts the beam was cut off before it could penetrate further. You have these women to thank for preventing greater danger to you and your fellow refugees.”
 
   “So you’re not perfect,” Rebecca said, her anger shifting to the matter of fact look Sarah knew from her friend’s days as an IT manager faced with balky software. “Join the club. When do we get off this ship?”
 
   “In a few days,” Eliana said more quickly than Matt could. “We will enter Translation shortly, then it’s a three day trip to cross the 1,600 light years to the Kappa Crucis cluster where Morrigan is. We, Matt, I and your own Gatekeeper, will help everyone move down to the planet and we will do our best to make up for possessions you have lost.”
 
   “It’s lives that matter to me,” Rebecca said abruptly, then moved to mother mode as dark-haired Rafael came up from behind and touched her shoulder.
 
   “Dearest, they battle the Anarchate, not us. Let them in. The kids will love to play with Gatekeeper’s three dee animations,” Rafael said, letting Sarah off the hook of pushing the matter that had drawn all of them to the Dominguez household.
 
   Rebecca trailed fingers through her long red curls, still in her Mom mode. A persona that Sarah loved to see and which had always made her wonder about whether being a mother would be a good choice for her. But that required the right lifepartner, and she had not yet been blessed that way. Yet. Maybe at Morrigan . . . .
 
   “Rafael, my dearest, you are always the perfect host,” Rebecca said, her eyes shifting to include two humans and two AIs. “Yes, please come in. The children will be . . . reassured to see you folks are unharmed and to hear that fighting is done with. For now.” 
 
   “Thank you, mother of four beautiful children,” Matt said as he followed Eliana, Mata Hari and Gatekeeper into the family room of the roomsuite. 
 
   Walking beside her girlfriend, Sarah noticed the half-smile the Vigilante’s comment brought to Rebecca’s face. But her friend was not about to depart from her tough woman persona. She led the way up to two boys and two girls ranging in age from four to twelve.
 
   “Eliana and Senor Dragoneaux,” Rebecca said as she moved sideways to hold hands with Rafael, “these youngsters are Crystal, Jesus, Joaquin and Anabelle, our oldest. Children, the ship’s Vigilante protector was worried about you and came to see if you four were alright. Are you?”
 
   Sarah moved over to the couch with Gatekeeper floating next to her. Its status lights twinkled like an archaic Christmas tree. From the time when Earth had trees to spare for annual celebrations. She watched as the nearly solid image of Mata Hari acted as ‘real’ as a normal organic person. Strange how the AI had been growing and acting more ‘solid’ in the two weeks they had been onboard this gigantic starship.
 
   Red-haired Crystal was a highly daring four year-old. “Hello Mr. Dragoneaux the Vigilante. How strong are you without that wolfish combat suit of yours?”
 
   Matt grinned. A natural real human-looking grin. It was the first time that Sarah had seen the obsessed man act other than driven. “Strong enough to lift you up to touch the room ceiling!”
 
   “Will you? Oh, please will you lift me high!” Crystal said, her eyes darting to Rebecca in a pleading look.
 
   “Not now, dear daring daughter,” Rebecca said, smothering a chuckle. Maybe when we leave here for the new colony planet.” 
 
   “I’m just fine!” crowed Jesus, who at six years old was stout as his father and had the curly black hair of both Rafael and Matthew.
 
   Eliana grinned now. “Fine enough to beat your sister at a game of LifePlay?” she asked. “Thought I saw your sister beating you at that game two days ago, in the commissary.”
 
   Jesus frowned. “But . . . but she was helped by that robot, Gatekeeper,” he said indignantly.
 
   Rafael waved a strong brown hand at his youngest son. “Enough from you. Let Joaquin speak now.”
 
   “I miss school,” the nine year-old said as he stood at attention, his hands held behind him as if he were being inspected by an Anarchate Guardian. “Will there be living teachers at our new home? More than just . . . nice bots like Gatekeeper?”
 
   Sarah smiled at the grown-up diplomacy manner of Joaquin, who she knew took after his mother’s ability to charm a crowd.
 
   Rebecca gestured to her oldest child, brown-haired Anabelle, who stood tall, slim and serious in her summer frock that was decorated with spring flowers. Sarah recalled the hours Rebecca had spent sewing the flowers into the frock, following an ancient pattern that dated from before Earth’s contact with the Anarchate. It was a talent she’d enjoyed learning from Rebecca and Suzanne, another student of thread and needle.
 
   “My Anabelle is sometimes too solemn. But she was reassuring her three siblings even before Rafael and I entered their room,” Rebecca said, a tone of satisfaction in her soprano voice. “Anabelle, please meet Senor Dragoneaux and Senorita Eliana.”
 
   Eliana took a step forward and shook hands with Anabelle. Matt, however, held back. Sarah looked closely at him. Were those tears in his eyes?
 
   “Matt?” Eliana said softly as Anabelle awaited his response to her mother’s introduction.
 
   Sarah saw the Vigilante’s eyes brighten and the diamond sparkle of what had seemed to be tears disappeared. But she could have sworn—
 
   “Anabelle, I am pleased to meet you. You . . . you remind me of my oldest sister. Charlotte. She looked much like you. And like you, she was very serious about stuff in what she called the ‘real world’,” Matt said, his voice sounding slightly hoarse. “Do you play the Greek board game Tavli?”
 
   “Of course,” said Anabelle, her expression brightening. “All of us kids know the game. Auntie Sarah taught it to us years ago, and now I can beat her every other game. Soon, I will be the Omega champion!”
 
   For the second time since meeting this mysterious Vigilante, Sarah saw a real, honest smile fill his high-cheeked face. “Very good! Perhaps my Eliana will give you a serious challenge. She has taught me the game since we . . . got together, but I am not good at it.”
 
   Eliana, dressed in a green jumpsuit that sported a single yellow rose embroidered on her left shoulder, nodded. “Sure, Anabelle. Give me a call over the intercom or just message me through your room’s comlink. I’d love to play Tavli with someone new.” The Vigilante’s lifepartner looked at Sarah. “And the invitation extends to you, Leader Sarah. Perhaps you know some moves from our game’s backgammon successor that will be fun to use?”
 
   Sarah looked aside at the increased twinkling of the status lights on Gatekeeper. The AI could speak quite well and naturally, but it had remained silent even though she had noticed the Mata Hari holo image looking her way a few times. She appreciated the quietness of the two AIs as this involved human emotions like fear, anger and worry for one’s children. And no matter how self-aware these two AIs were, they could not know what it felt like to worry for one’s children. Sarah barely understood from her years with manager friends who shared the lives of their children with her. As Rafael and Rebecca had done ever since arriving at Omega. She smiled, moving to her confidence mode.
 
   “Well, I see that matters have calmed down here,” she said, looking to Rebecca and Rafael. “My friends, it is a delight to see your four youngsters and to see that your home is in . . . safe shape. Perhaps we should now visit the commissary and let everyone else know about the upcoming arrival at Morrigan?”
 
   Eliana and Matt nodded, while Mata Hari and Gatekeeper simultaneously said “An excellent idea.”
 
   With a wave to her friends, Sarah followed the four of them out, lagging a bit behind the silver globe form of Gatekeeper. Now how had those two AIs managed to say the same thing simultaneously? She shrugged. One of the mysteries of the universe. At least the fighting was done and their colony home would soon fill the wallscreens. It seemed a peaceful resolution to the incredible violence of the last few weeks would await them. Mentally she crossed her fingers against unwelcome surprises.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt walked along hand in hand with Eliana, his mind filled with the image of Anabelle, and his last memory of Charlotte, before she, his other sisters and his parents had been kidnapped by genome harvesters. Though a part of his mind was in tachlink with Mata Hari, the Bridge and the automated systems that were the starship he tried to wear like a suit of clothes, he walked as if no different from Eliana. After seven years he could pretend to be a simple two meter tall human male while also being a two kilometer-long starship surfing through the harsh cold of interstellar space. He could pretend to human simplicity even as his inner mind’s eye beheld the beauty of the red and orange streaked fourth planet that lay just beyond the asteroid belt. While he was most completely a cyborg when linked in via optical fiber cable in the Pit, the ship’s lightbeams always touched his bare skin here and there, while the tachlink nodule behind his left ear fed him rivers of data from ship sensors. He sighed. It was all part of the partnership with Mata Hari that he had agreed to upon her rescue of him. And this time he knew the answer to his first question of “Why did you rescue me?”
 
   At the Spine midway point a slidedoor opened and out stepped George the black-bearded casino repairs manager. Just behind him came Suzanne, the casino’s IT manager according to Sarah. They both wore fresh clothes, George a pair of blue pants with an orange pull-over, while Suzanne wore a spring-like peasant dress that was embroidered similarly to Annabelle’s outfit. They held hands, he noticed, as they waited for the arrival of himself, Eliana, Mata Hari, Gatekeeper and Leader Sarah, whose boots echoed softly even as she walked confidently behind them. Matt nodded.
 
   “George . . . O’Malley, I think it is, and Suzanne Magnusdottor, it is good to see you folks,” he said, letting them take the lead in pressing him or Eliana on some matter.
 
   “Vigilante . . . uh Matt,” George rumbled as Suzanne moved closer to him so she stood shoulder to shoulder with the stocky, heavily muscled man. “And everyone else, a good day to you. The combat is finished?”
 
   “For now,” Matt said, feeling Eliana squeeze his hand reassuringly, as if she knew more about this couple than he had kept track of. “We’re on our way to the commissary to share with folks the news about our upcoming arrival at Morrigan, and that we will soon enter Translation.”
 
   George’s grey eyes brightened and his tense stance eased as Suzanne smiled at her companion, a smile that made her freckled face radiant as a star. “We . . . uh, I and Suzanne, we were wondering about this crusade of yours against the Anarchate. We think it a good thing that someone campaigns against . . . bondServant slavery. No thinking person of any species should be owned by someone else. Or something else, like a conglomerate.”
 
   Matt wondered at the point of George’s statement, though he knew the man was observant and thought ahead, based on his questions during his first commissary appearance. “Thank you. And?”
 
   George glanced at Eliana, then met Matt eye-to-eye. “Suzanne and I want to help you. Somehow. After we arrive at Morrigan. We don’t have a starship, but maybe there is some kind of promotion we can do on the galactic tachnet. With a slogan like ‘Freedom Yes, Slavery No!’” the man said hesitantly.
 
   Eliana squeezed Matt’s hand to let him know she wished to enter this pleasant chat. “That’s wonderful! George, Suzanne, we can use any kind of pro-freedom message that you folks can get out there. Perhaps starting first with the humans on Morrigan?”
 
   Suzanne nodded, her golden curls wrapping around her slim neck. “We thought the same. Anarchate policy is to stay out of a planet’s internal affairs. So long as we pay planetary taxes to the Central Nexus, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” Matt said, wondering just how far this couple was willing to go. “That would be helpful and might offset some of the negative Anarchate propaganda once the facts of my attacks are released to the galactic public.”
 
   Suzanne squinted her green eyes. “There’s been no word about your Halcyon battle or later battles?”
 
   “None,” Eliana said. “It’s politics, of course. The Anarchate cannot afford to admit one starship can be a problem, let alone a single species like us humans.” She bit her lip. “That is why Matt and I think our home planets are safe from retaliation. As Morrigan would be safe. The Anarchate’s Central Nexus administrators cannot admit their ancient galactic system can fail in any fashion. It will take many more attacks before the exploits of starship Mata Hari appear on the controlled tachnet channels. But your theme of ‘Freedom Yes, Slavery No’ can appear before the news of our actions becomes known. Maybe it will help alien cultures to understand what Matt and I, with Mata Hari’s help, are doing.”
 
   Gatekeeper floated up to George and Suzanne, surprising Matt in view of the silence shown by the two AIs. “My friends, congratulations on your decision to Commit to each other. It seems that celebrations are in order.”
 
   Matt blinked at his own blindness. He was so used to liaisons of all sorts by all kinds of beings that the obvious closeness of George and Suzanne had not prompted his memory of his parents. And their love for each other. A love he had found a second time with Eliana. He reached out to grip George’s hand.
 
   “Congratulations big guy!”
 
   Eliana hugged Suzanne, whispering something in the woman’s ear, then waved over Mata Hari. “Hey gal, you may be a holo but give this woman a hug over her good news!”
 
   Mata Hari, still dressed in her frilly white sheath, walked over to Suzanne, bent down a little and wrapped two white sleeved arms around Suzanne. “Congratulations mistress Suzanne. I hope you and George will be happy for . . . a very long time.”
 
   Suzanne’s green eyes widened as she felt the semi-solid natural of Mata Hari, thanks to the AI’s use of mini-tractors to make dense the air space occupied by her three dee shape. “Wow! That was the first real hug I’ve ever gotten from an . . . an AI who feels like a real woman!”
 
   Matt noticed how the twinkling status lights of Gatekeeper  shifted to a uniform green glow, as if the Omega AI was . . . feeling something. Something beyond its algorithms and its intellectual thoughts. Could there be a romance building between it and Mata Hari? If so, how would the Omega AI’s departure at Morrigan affect the only friend he’d had for seven years?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Three days later they arrived just outside the heliopause of Morrigan’s F3 main sequence star that was hidden from Earth view by the red-orange supergiant at the center of the Jewel Box. Matt left Translation in normal human mode since there was no reason to expect the presence of an Anarchate battleglobe or any warlike behavior by the million inhabitants of the system’s third planet. Looking much like Earth, with half its surface occupied by two giant oceans and several small seas, Morrigan’s EMF emissions now appeared on the forward holosphere. The broadcast centered on a male human who wore a military-style outfit. 
 
   “Citizens, we are chasing the genome harvesters who kidnapped fifteen settlers from the farming town of Rathfriland, but their ship is faster than our corvette.” The elderly man with short grey hair grimaced. “Our Tachyon Pylon will be rebuilt in a few weeks. Then we can call for Anarchate help. Perhaps the vidimages of the kidnapping will fit some record of theirs.”
 
   The man’s image disappeared to be replaced by the auburn curls of a newswoman used to doing live news, versus net-talk chatter. “Governor O’Davoren has activated the militia and is sending help to the law officers of Rathfriland,” she said, her strong accent reminding Matt of some humans he’d met who called the small Earth island of Ireland their home. An accent like that shown by George. “The harvester starship was last seen heading for the outer planets before our ground scopes lost their image. But neutrino detectors are following them and estimate the ship is passing planet four, the Badb. Perhaps she will gift them with fear and confusion, so our corvette can catch it,” she said with a sigh.
 
   Eliana turned in her accel-couch to face Matt. “How old is this broadcast?”
 
   Matt consulted his internal databyte nanocube. “About fifteen hours. Their home planet, which they call Morrigan, is located about two AU from their home star, which they call Dagda. But this system’s heliopause boundary is much further out than their outermost planet seven, which is located at a distance similar to Sol’s Pluto. So we are about 150 AU out from the star. Which means the broadcast is about fifteen hours old.”
 
   Eliana rested her chin on a fist. “Our speed?”
 
   “Three quarters light but slowing,” he said.
 
   “The harvester. How fast do you think it is going?”
 
   “Maybe one quarter lightspeed, since a system corvette cannot do better than one-tenth lightspeed.” Matt blinked, noticed Mata Hari had taken holo form to his right, and gave thanks that BattleMind was resting, sleeping or ignoring them, whatever a T’Chak AI did when it rested. “Why all the questions about this system and the harvester?”
 
   Eliana frowned slightly. “You don’t see it, do you?”
 
   Maybe it was Translation shock or the aftereffects of Interface fatigue from the combat in CC41324 system. But his inner self, the place where his memory pain dwelled, now erupted with awareness.
 
   “Yes!” he growled, recalling a fifteen year-old memory. “We could intercept this harvester ship and free the captives. Mata Hari, begin emitting the Anarchate Combat Command ID code that all their ships use when encountering one another. And . . . pull our AM pontoon wings in closer to our nose, so our shape will resemble a courier’s triangle profile.”
 
   Eliana smiled at the chance they might rescue captives. Matt did not. Inner ferocity did not allow a lightness of mind. “And my dear AI partner, use the image of Commander Chai and his spoken words in the Spelidon dialect to fabricate a Stop and Await inspection order for the harvester. Use the Anarchate icon image, of course. Make Chai sound harsh and suspicious. Can do?”
 
   Mata Hari’s Victorian image nodded calmly from Matt’s right side, though one hand touched her pearl choker. “Can do, Matthew. What method will you use to extract the captives?”
 
   “Suit and myself,” he said flatly, his tone accepting no argument. “Let Sarah Vasiliades and the other humans know we are diverting slightly from standard arrival mode to rescue captive humans. Block any complaints from them. Have your neutrino sensors detected the harvester starship?”
 
   Eliana, he saw in his mind’s eye, leaned forward, perhaps as eager as Matt to know the scope of their challenge. Mata Hari turned his way and spoke her answer in addition to sending him a neurolinked three dee map of Dagda system, the placement of its seven planets, its version of a Kuiper Belt, and the location of the genome harvester starship.
 
   “It is passing the orbit of planet seven, which the local humans have named Beag, after a minor Celtic goddess known for having a magic well.” She reached up to unloose her black hair so it fell like a waterfall over white shoulders. Her look became that of a Barbarian Queen. “Its vector is just twenty degrees off of our incoming vector, and in parallel with this star’s ecliptic. At our current speed we will reach it within ten hours.”
 
   “How soon before it detects our presence?” Eliana asked, duplicating Matt’s own thought.
 
   “Well, it is already aware of us from our gravity wave pulse due to Translation entry. So it knows our location and incoming vector, in general terms, as do the authorities on Morrigan,” Mata Hari said, adjusting the bronze bracelets that now appeared on her wrists. “But the harvester’s normal light telescope cannot resolve our form until we are within two light hours of convergence. Assuming their ship is an upgraded corvette with the usual two domes of directed energy weapons.”
 
   Eliana looked at him. “Matthew, why are you going to free the captives? This ship’s sled Remotes could do the job, the same way they rescued you and me from my brother’s space station, after the blast that disabled our transit car.”
 
   His memory pain made Matt feel raw inside, but he could not lash out at his lifepartner. Perhaps a memory image or two would educate her to why he had to do the rescuing. Personally. In Suit. So he could see directly the looks of relief of the captives, and the terror on the alien visages of their kidnappers. Hopefully some of the alien crew would be able to exhibit some version of terror. He knew that he planned to extract that emotion before killing them all.
 
   “Mata Hari,” he said aloud. “Please take these memory images from my life . . . before the harvesters came to my planet fifteen years ago. And this one from afterwards. Convert them to moving vid, encode them into a memory block, and present the block to Eliana for her viewing whenever she chooses.” He turned to his organic partner.
 
   “Eliana, my dear, I am sharing with you my memories of my Mom, Dad, my three younger sisters and my oldest sister, Charlotte. You have heard my story of their kidnapping by genome harvesters who got away and likely sold them to the cloneslavers of Alkalurops. Perhaps after viewing the memory images you will understand why I must do this in person. And Eliana?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She dimple smiled. “For what?”
 
   “For giving me this opportunity to stop the same horror from occurring to someone else.”
 
   Eliana’s smile grew somber. Then she noticed Mata Hari’s final change into her Barbarian Queen persona, this time with a sharp saber in one hand and a chain-mail outfit covering her black-skinned body from neck to knees. The AI’s appearance matched the unrelenting determination of Matt. Which was only proper since Mata Hari had experienced Matt’s memory pain as he transmitted the visual memories of his family via neurolink. His AI partner had long known his motivation for becoming a Vigilante. Now she better understood the emotions underlying his choice. He gave thanks that this AI had gained a level of emotionality that no other AI he’d ever encountered could match. Today, Mata Hari acted with the inner sense of a true Barbarian Queen out to avenge a horror done to her clan family. In truth, she had become an Amazon.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eliana lay in the accel-couch as Matt fell into ocean-time linkage with the starship and with the battle-clad Mata Hari. She held the small cube of the memory block that held the family images of Matt’s past. When he had been a normal human male of sixteen years, about to head off to the colony planet’s Port to buy parts for their soybean harvester and potato excavator. The time before he’d been orphaned and left to find any kind of work for alien task masters. The time before he’d first felt the touch of a neurowhip. She shivered.
 
   Knowing they had ten hours before combat would occur, with plenty of time for her to visit with Leader Sarah about the alteration in plans, she pressed the cube into a reader slot of the accel-couch, reached back to place the neurolink circlet on her head, and closed her eyes as she began the alpha rhythm that would activate the memories.
 
   “Matthew, come inside for dinner,” called his mother’s warm voice.
 
   Young Matthew left the hillside grain shaft and his six-legged groundhugger pet to hide as best it could, hoping his father Benoit would not find his pet. He walked to the earth-walled homestead that his mother Kristin had made into a warm, welcoming and cozy place for him and his four sisters. His Dad worked him too hard, but he understood they had to grow their own food and extra food to sell for platinum Standards. So they could buy machinery parts and pay for vidlink tutoring of him and his sister Charlotte in school stuff. Sometimes he wished there was a live tutor in a school house with other live students, but homesteads in this rural part of Thuringia were too far apart for students to gather in a group. And vidlink education had been the standard teaching mode since humans had left Earth for the stars. Or so his parents told him.
 
   “Hi Mom,” he said as he entered the kitchen. Moving to the sink he washed his hands under the attentive look of his father Benoit. His brown-haired sister Charlotte was focused on a datapad filled with a homework assignment. His other three sisters were already seated, playing a game of Rock and Scissors.
 
   His Mom Kristin looked away from the microwave cook unit to him, her face pink from the heat of the radiant stove that kept their four room homestead warm despite the thunderstorms and winter gales that buffeted them this time of year. She brushed a strand of black hair away from her high brow, smiled at him, then nodded at a stack of plates. “Matthew, will you lay out the plates for everyone? And bring a pitcher of lemonade from the cooler? Thank you son.”
 
   Matthew did as asked, then sat at the round table, with his father to his right and Charlotte to his left. His younger sisters Melody, Janine and Sally sat close to his mom.
 
   “Favorite, favorite,” teased Charlotte under her breath.
 
   Matt ignored the latest tease line of his twelve year-old sister. She knew he was almost an adult at sixteen, and she could not stand the fact that their Dad had tasked him with the job of buying machine parts at Elios Port, using the groundskimmer to get there. It was a five hour journey down the peninsula and over rolling flatlands, and he knew that Charlotte wanted to ride with him. But Matt had not invited her since he understood his Mom wanted to teach needlework embroidery to Charlotte and her younger sisters, while his Dad worked the potato excavator to bring in the last bushels of potatoes before the ground froze winter solid. So he changed the subject.
 
   “Having any luck with your trig lessons?”
 
   She turned upset brown eyes his way. “Who said I was having any trouble!”
 
   Matt just smiled, enjoying how his years in the family had taught him the art of reading what worried other people. Doing bad in math was his sister’s pet peeve. So, he let the dig lie and looked up as his Mom laid down a platter of roast groundhog, then sat herself.
 
   “Shall we say grace?” asked Kristin Dragoneaux.
 
   Matt bit his lip, knowing his Mom was lightly teasing their Dad, who preferred the Old Catholic grace to his Mom’s Unitarian praise of the Spirit of Life.
 
   Together the seven of them said grace to the Spirit of Life, each of them happy to be with each other. 
 
   Eliana blinked her eyes, pushing away the wetness she felt. This family scene was soooo like her own times at home with her older brothers Ioannis and Konstantinos, her Mom Beatrice and her Dad Andre. So normal was this memory of Matt’s. And so soon to be his last memory of his family together. Did he regret not inviting his sister to ride into the Port with him? She would not have been kidnapped by the harvesters if he had taken her with him to Port Elios. She sighed to herself. Every person had regrets of the past and hopes for the future. As she had hopes for herself and Matthew, once this Anarchate crusade was finished. They should be able to find an out of the way colony world where they could blend in with fake names, buy a homestead or craft shop, settle in and begin a family. Children. She so wanted children. And she so hoped that her crossbreed nature would not require them to use an artificial neonatal placental unit. In her mind, a new image took shape from Matt’s memory sharing. This image was not of his family.
 
   Matt winced from the lash of the neurowhip on his bare back, did not strike back at the six-legged Malidon creature who ran the cloneslave vats for an absentee owner, and reached into a small metal vat to haul out a cloneslave fetus now seven months old that belonged to the rat-like Spelidon species. It lay inside a clear cylinder that served as an artificial placenta since no normal female Spelidon would willingly give birth to a baby that would be mind-encoded for obedience to any sapient that paid enough platinum Standards to possess the ultimate in a personal Servant. Or personal toy for sadistic torture. Or worse. Matt tried not to think of what the wrinkled fetus with two eyes, a long hairy tale, three-fingered hands and a rat-like snout would think of its existence. 
 
   A life he would not call it. Not when its brain was subject to neurolink spasms that would fix a Work Equals No Pain engram within its deepest identity. It would expect to feel pain if it was not working. Whatever that work might be. The Master would define the work and the cloneslave would perform. Tilting the glass cylinder, he uncapped the sensor plate that had monitored the alien’s growth and mentation. Placental fluid ran out to disappear through slots that pierced the delivery bowl. Putting a dry towel onto the metal bowl, he laid the newborn infant onto the towel, squeezed its chest to expel fluid, and waited for the gasp and squall of birth awareness. Blinking wetness from his eyes, Matt knew that his cushioning of the newborn fetus with the towel was the last kindness it would know. Biting his lip, he renewed again his vow to escape the job of being a cloneslave decanter and to move up in the work castes of the Anarchate. Perhaps to something with some chance of personal choice. Like being a Protector of an alien owner. 
 
   The Spelidon baby squalled its first breath. Its forearms reached out for a hug.
 
   Matt turned away, moving down the line of cloneslave fetus tubes, each in a small vat, preparing to decant another life into slavery. Any effort to comfort the tiny creature would only bring another lash from the supervisor’s neurowhip. And he had learned that mental pain from a neurowhip was far more intense than simple physical pain. Sighing, he looked away from the squalling Spelidon and focused on the next tube.
 
   It was a job. Just a job.
 
   “Nooooo!” Eliana wailed inside herself.
 
   Blinking her eyes open, she reached out, lifted the memory circlet from her head and pulled the memory block from its slot. Her mouth felt dry. Her eyes were too wet. Her mind was filled with firsthand knowledge of an Anarchate horror she had only read about. As something that only happened rarely, to those sapients who violated an Anarchate Rule. She knew better now. She knew it happened whenever some rich sapient wanted a life Servant or an organic play toy. She knew, now, it was a routine part of living in the Anarchate. Eliana looked aside.
 
   Matthew still sat below deck level in the Interlock Pit, only his head showing above its laser flashing depths. The fiber optical neurolink cable was attached to Matt’s neck, just below his skull. So. He was still in ocean-time, communing with Mata Hari and feeling this starship like a suit of clothes.
 
   Now she understood why taking an alien AI as a mind partner was a minor bother compared to being a cloneslave decanter. How it was far down the list of bothersome things that Matt had experienced in his life. She had thought, as a molecular geneticist who sometimes saw the sad results of an uncorrected hereditary disease, such as Tay Sachs Syndrome or Downs Syndrome, that she had seen the harsh side of life.
 
   She had not. Thinking again of why she loved Matthew, she gave thanks again that her people, the Greeks and the Derindl, lived not under the heel of the Halicene Conglomerate. She suspected that any survivors of their eco-destruction of her planet would have been taken off planet only upon signing a bondServant contract, or worse. As for the children of such refugees . . . 
 
   Eliana shuddered, put the memory block into a storage alcove of her accel-couch, and got up to go see Sarah, Suzanne, Knut, anyone who was a fellow human like her. Not someone of the Anarchate. Not an Owner of lives.
 
    
 
    
 
   George O’Hussey looked away from the wallscreen vidcast that said they were diverting from landing at Morrigan in order to rescue humans kidnapped by a genome harvester starship and met the green gaze of Suzanne.
 
   “Milady, I want to help the Vigilante free these people. He needs a battle companion, someone to help in the human way, beyond what his combat suit can do for him,” he said.
 
   His newfound love reached up to her blond curls, twisted a few around a finger, showed a grim expression, then nodded. “I understand, George my love. You Irish have always been the romantic warriors who hear the call to freedom and honor.” She smiled. “Or so I learned those times on Omega when you talked about how the O’Hussey line of Fermanagh were warrior poets respected in this Earth land you call Ireland, or Eire. I thought it exciting at the time.” She bit her pink lip. “Now, I worry for you. After all the violence we have seen while being aboard this alien starship, I worry that the love of my heart may not come home to me.”
 
   George stepped to her and held her warmness close to his chest, cherishing the feel of her embroidered dress, the apple smell of her hair, the smoothness of her cheek. It felt right. It was the closeness he’d needed in all the long years he’d worked for an alien Owner as the Repair manager. And like Suzanne, he too feared losing her. But people descended from the Tuatha De Danann had always understood the pathway of honor. And courage. He cupped Suzanne’s freckled chin and looked deeply into her green eyes.
 
   “My love, I will come back. In one piece. With as many of the kidnapped people as we can find.”
 
   Suzanne half-smiled, then gestured with her head toward the wallscreen at their side. “But this Mata Hari AI says no complaints or inquiries will be accepted. They are preparing for battle in ten hours or less. How do you get this Matthew’s attention?”
 
   George had worried the same thing. But seeing the embroidered spring dress of his love gave him an idea. “Sarah. Sarah Vasiliades can always get the attention of Matt’s lifepartner Eliana. If I can convince her I am serious, she will put me in touch with the Vigilante.”
 
   Suzanne nodded, then slowly stepped out of his embrace. “Then go, dearest George, before I use my IT wiles to seal the slidedoor!”
 
   He smiled at her, hearing her jest and hearing also her heartache. George turned, tapped the exit patch, and stepped out into the Spine hallway. He turned and headed for the roomsuite of Sarah Vasiliades. Being Greek, she would understand the call of honor. She would help. Or so help the Great Goddess, he would . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarah looked up at the buzz of the slidedoor’s admit intercom. She motioned to Gatekeeper the AI to stay on the far side of the table where they had been calculating likely costs for settlement housing, food, transport, the cost of a common dormitory versus solo apartments, and a million other details related to helping all her people. Her fellow humans. Most of whom needed a job and all of whom needed to feel safe from the roaming violence of life within the Anarchate. 
 
   “Gatekeeper, I’ll get it and send whomever away. Then we can head for the commissary to discuss these issues with everyone who worries about our settlement. Okay?”
 
   “Of course, milady Sarah,” it said in a warm bass tone, the status lights twinkling in a pattern she knew indicated its amusement at the human need to separate tasks versus its choice of assigning mindsegments to match multiple tasks.
 
   She tapped the admit patch. The slidedoor opened. George O’Hussey stood there in his Repairs jumpsuit, hands clasped behind his back and a determined look on his flushed face. “George, something wrong?”
 
   Nope,” he said lightly, but keeping the serious look. “I came to ask your help in contacting this Mata Hari AI so I can offer my combat aid to Matt Dragoneaux the Vigilante. When he goes to rescue the kidnapped people of Morrigan. A second gun and an extra pair of eyes are always useful. And I used lasers in my work. I won’t get in his way.”
 
   George’s offer surprised her, especially in view of his and Suzanne’s announcement of being a Committed couple. But she knew his determination to do a job right from the time she had first encountered him seven years ago, not long after his arrival. While stubborn, he got any job done right the first time. And made sure his workers, alien or human, did the same. And George had always been focused on personal honor. Like Matthew.
 
   “Well, come in George so we can discuss this.” She turned away and headed for the cushion chair opposite the two meter globe of Gatekeeper. “You know Gatekeeper. He was helping me figure out the types of supplies and options we will need to pursue once we land on Morrigan.”
 
   “Gatekeeper, good to see you,” George said firmly, then stood to her side and looked down at her. “Will you call this Mata Hari into holo appearance here? So I can make my case?”
 
   “George, of course I will help you as best I can. But are you and Suzanne certain this choice is right . . . for the two of you?”
 
   He nodded stiffly. “She understands my heritage. My family may trace back to South Boston on old Earth, but our heritage is based in the land of Eire. And we follow the traditions that descend from our Celtic ancestors. Fighting for the right has always been the way of honor for them, and now for me. This cloneslavery thing is an abomination. I want to help save the captives from that evil.”
 
   Sarah thought of her own family’s Greek heritage and how a long ago ancestor had fought in Greece’s war of independence against the ancient Ottoman Empire, before Earth’s first world war. Her parents and grandparents had kept this ancestor’s black and white flat image in a place of honor on the fireplace mantle. And had taken it to the dinner table when Greece’s independence day was celebrated once a year. No matter that their colony was a Second Wave one located forty-six light years away from Earth. Tradition and memory were what mattered. She sighed.
 
   “Then I will—”
 
   The slidedoor admit buzzer sounded a second time. George looked startled, then looked questioningly at her. “Shall I allow whomever it is to come in?”
 
   “Yes. We can send them away quickly enough once they see we are in conference. Thank you.”
 
   George touched the admit patch, then stepped back as Eliana Themistocles looked at them from the Spine hallway. 
 
   “Leader Sarah, I need to talk to you about . . . about our upcoming rescue of the kidnapped humans and our later arrival at Morrigan. But . . . you seem busy so perhaps we can meet later in the commissary?”
 
   Sarah liked it when serendipity brought her a solution to one of her problems. “No! Uh, I mean, Eliana please, do come inside.” The molecular geneticist and fellow Greek looked startled, then stepped into Sarah’s front room. “You know everyone here. George. And Gatekeeper. Gatekeeper was helping me with colonizing plans when George arrived moments ago with a special request for me. But with you here, perhaps he should redirect his request to you.”
 
   Eliana, dressed in an embroidered peasant dress she had bought from Rebecca, smiled briefly, then turned to George.
 
   “Yes, George? You have need of some help?”
 
   “Mistress Eliana, that I do.” George described his wish to help Matt in his combat efforts, his own knowledge of lasers, and why his Irish heritage compelled him to choose the pathway of honor. “So, I really have no choice. Perhaps, like your Matthew had no choice but that of Vigilante after his lover and family were killed by the Anarchate.”
 
   Eliana’s expression turned dark. Darker than Sarah had ever seen on the white face of the albino woman, a woman who seemed to always be smiling. But not now. Her eyes looked aside, as if remembering something. She refocused on George.
 
   “Choices that are bound by honor are something that I understand . . . better now. Matt shared some personal experiences with me. They were not pleasant.” Eliana’s expression turned grim. “So, of course I will help. Sarah, is there room here for Mata Hari to materialize?”
 
   Sarah nodded, then gestured to George to move away from the hallway entry and instead stand by the bedroom entry. Eliana looked up at the ceiling, then half-smiled as if recalling how the ship’s AI had sensors placed everywhere.”
 
   “Mata Hari, Urgent Code delta fourteen zee. Please appear next to my physical location. I have need to talk to your real self, not one of your secondary linkages.”
 
   “Arriving,” said Mata Hari’s normal brisk voice as a life-size holo took shape. 
 
   Sarah blinked. Mata Hari was dressed far differently than her Mata Hari spy image of 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. This time she appeared in silvery chain-mail that ran from neck to waist, a bronze studded leather skirt, and a Turkish-style steel saber in one hand. Her black eyes swept the room with a look Sarah had only seen in the eyes of Matthew Dragoneaux, and in the picture of her Greek independence ancestor. They were eyes that said “I give no quarter.” She bowed slightly to Mata Hari the warrior woman.
 
   “Mata Hari, I’m sorry to disturb yours and Matt’s preparations. But one of our group, George here, has volunteered to be a combat companion to Matthew during the rescue of the kidnapped humans,” Sara said succinctly. “He wishes to see Matt about this offer.”
 
   Mata Hari moved slightly to inspect George, her sword lowering to parallel her left leg. She looked George eye-to-eye. “Are you serious? And what besides muscle can you offer to assist Matthew?”
 
   “I’m serious,” George said in his deep baritone voice. “As for my muscles, they reflect dozens of hours doing vacuum labor on jobs outside the casino dome. I used hand lasers to dig mounting holes for the port defense lasers, the struts for the Tachyon Pylon, and . . . small holes for the guests of Owners who chose to play a low gee in vacuum version of an ancient game called golf.”
 
   Mata Hari lifted a black eyebrow, then swept hair from her forehead with her free hand. “Interesting. But you must be aware that this starship has thousands of combat devices, from nanoware energy seekers to nanoBeads for surveillance to Fire-and-Forget KKMs to self-guided Offense Sleds that can force an entry into any solid structure. As we did some months ago in Halcyon system,” she said, stepping back from George so everyone was in her view. “Also, Matthew will be in tachlink contact with me every step of his action onboard the harvester ship, while various of my small devices will assist him in locating the human captives. Your offer is . . . generous, but not needed.”
 
   George’s lips thinned. “Mata Hari, you are clearly an amazing battle companion to your Matthew. As we have all seen lately in these different space battles. But—” he looked aside to Gatekeeper as if seeking help. “But Matt is organic. I am organic. Having someone to ‘cover your back’ is an ancient human combat tactic that can only be fulfilled by another organic. Like me. Let me speak to Matt about this, please?”
 
   “Mistress,” Gatekeeper spoke to Mata Hari, who shifted her gaze to his light-studded sphere. “My experience with humans visiting and departing from the Omega casino verifies that organics of all species often desire one or more companions of their own species when facing difficult choices. I can uplink my organic encounter history to you if you wish. Lady of the Sword.”
 
   “Proceed with the uplink.” The AI partner of Matt Dragoneaux looked intently at Gatekeeper, offered a sigh, then gave her fellow AI a tight smile. “Thank you, my friend. Your experiences are indeed helpful.”
 
   Mata Hari turned her attention back to George. She swung her saber sword up to waist height, put its tip in her free hand as if testing its sharpness, then nodded abruptly. “Your point is valid, based on the human combat histories I have reviewed in the seven years of my work with Matthew. And based on Gatekeeper’s own observations. Follow me to the Bridge.”
 
   She turned and headed for the slidedoor and Spine hallway, clearly choosing to act as human-like as George. Who followed her out with a Thank You wave to Sarah. She smiled at them both. This AI woman warrior already understood the value of keeping a friend close by. And George was on his way to whatever future would happen. She turned back to the twinkling lights of Gatekeeper and the helpful face of Eliana Themistocles..
 
   “Shall we continue our colony planning and strategizing?”
 
   Gatekeeper’s status lights turned from a solid green color to the normal variety her AI friend usually showed. “Yes, let us continue.”
 
   “Sure,” Eliana said, moving to sit in a nearby cushion chair. Sounds like you have done some planning already.”
 
   Sarah sat down and grabbed a datapad that held vital statistics on Morrigan, its people and its places of habitation. Someday she would ask Gatekeeper what was meant when its status lights all assumed one color. She had never seen it happen before on Omega, and now it had happened twice here on this starship. Both times in the presence of the Mata Hari AI. Interesting. She tapped the datapad and showed it to Gatekeeper, then to Eliana.
 
   “This is a good design for a communal shelter, if we end up settling as a group in the countryside. What do you think of it?”
 
   Shortly both of them were arguing nicely.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt left ocean-time as one part of his mind heard Mata Hari’s warning that she was returning with George O’Hussey, one of the human refugees who had a proposal for Matt. He grimaced, wondering if this was a tricky way to get him to change his mind about the rescue, but dismissed it quickly. George had always been a direct talking man who looked beyond immediate issues. Like his volunteering to help with pro-freedom messages. Matt had enjoyed playing chess with him during the Translation trip, and felt happy at the joint decision of George and Suzanne to be a Committed couple.
 
   The Spine pressure hatch opened with a slight air pressure equalization sound, then Mata Hari stepped over the hatch rim, followed by George. They both stood at the back of the Bridge, outlined by the red diagonal stripes that encircled every pressure hatch on this alien starship. Pulling the fiber optic cable off his neck, Matt climbed out of the Interlock Pit and moved to sit in Eliana’s accel-couch, turning it to face his two visitors.
 
   “George, Mata Hari has told me you are here because my Eliana thought you had something worthwhile to say to me. What is that?”
 
   O’Hussey glanced around the Bridge, stared a moment at the cluster of Memory Pillars that housed Mata Hari’s AI mind, glanced at the front holosphere that depicted the space before them, and then faced Matt. He gave a slight bow.
 
   “Vigilante, I am Irish by heritage. We of Eire hold tight to honor and the duty to show courage in a fight to achieve what is right. Your rescue of these captives is a right cause. I wish to accompany you to the harvester starship as you battle companion. I’ve used hand lasers before, in my Repairs job. And I’ve spent months in vacuum while working at Omega,” he said, running out of breath.
 
   Matt scanned the flushed face of the stocky, heavily muscled man who kept his black beard properly trimmed, his Repairs jumpsuit clean and his boots decently secured. He knew that in combat the small details often became as important as who held what weapon. And while Suit would allow him to overcome any opposition from the ship’s crew, having George available as a human backup to help with getting the captives onto the Ariadne shuttle would be useful. Of course he would be in constant contact with his partner Mata Hari, and would rely on her SpyEye floaters and SensorBead gyrocopters to scout ahead, but having someone who could cover his back would be nice. But would George obey him instantly, since his cyborg senses gave Matt a reaction time faster than any normal human or alien?
 
   “Thank you. Drop your jumpsuit. Get naked.”
 
   George looked startled, glanced at Matt’s Barbarian Queen partner, then shrugged. “Sure.”
 
   Without clothes George did indeed show a decent musculature from hard work and the weight of carrying tools that did not have their own Nullgrav plate. He appeared to be 35 Earth years in age, with no bags under his eyes nor excess weight from overindulgence. He doubted the man was a heavy drinker. Though Mata Hari would check his biochemistry before Matt left for the rescue. “Good. Mata Hari, make visible your laser beams as you scan George’s body for making a combat suit similar to the one you did for Eliana. And provide him with a cutdown Magnum laser handgun like Eliana’s.”
 
   George watched dozens of red laser beams perform a low power survey of his naked body, then looked to Matt. “Is this kind of optoelectronic scanning the reason you sometimes go unclothed in the Spine hallway?”
 
   “Yes.” It was nice to see George making the obvious conclusion from the body scan and Matt’s own nakedness. “Before your crowd came aboard, I was naked most of the time. Mata Hari prefers it as it gives her the greatest surface area in which to sensor link my body to her mind, and to link my body with functions of this starship.” Matt looked aside at the intense stare of his partner. Her eyes held a look he realized was similar to what he saw in his own eyes when using a mirror for cleanup. So be it.
 
   “Mata Hari, please make the fabrication of a combat suit for George a top priority,” Matt said, turning his gaze to George. “Give his helmet full tachlink capability, multi-spectral vision and scanning, onboard food and water, Nullgrav boot plates, external speakers and pressors for basic defense against any solids that approach him. And provide any other option you think helpful to his support task.”
 
   “Will do,” said the Barbarian Queen as she looked George up and down, then caused a holo combat suit to overlay George’s body. “Will something like this do, Matthew?”
 
   He noticed the extra heavy ceramic armor, the coating of sapphire crystals for laser deflection, a copy of his Running Wolf motif and a sturdy helmet similar to the one he had while in Suit. No backpack, of course, since it would take weeks to fabricate a duplicate of Matt’s Suit. But her design for George would keep him safe from handgun lasers, thrown explosives and nerve gases. 
 
   “Looks fine to me,” Matt said. “George, dress and return to your lady. Mata Hari will call you in a few hours to try on your combat suit. Spend at least three hours walking in it and working its onboard Tactical CPU and other devices. You don’t need to be guessing how to turn on your Nullgrav boots when entering an enemy ship.”
 
   “I will. And thank you, Vigilante. You can rely on me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Matt stared at the holosphere image of the genome harvester starship that had obeyed Mata Hari’s fake Anarchate Stop and Await command for a live inspection by Anarchate officials. It looked like an upgraded corvette, with top and belly mounted laser domes, plus a proton beamer mounted at its nose. Better armed than the local system’s corvette, he suspected, plus faster. It had indeed been accelerating up to one quarter lightspeed. Now, it floated in space in the darkness beyond Dagda’s seventh planet, but still far from the heliopause. Far behind was the Morrigan corvette, which only now was passing the sixth planet gas giant that someone had named Abhean. Matt shrugged. Names did not matter to him. What mattered was this ship, its crew, its weapons and how it might react to his arrival aboard their shuttle, Ariadne. He looked to his right at the dragon form of BattleMind, who had just now appeared on the Bridge.
 
   “You know from sharing by Mata Hari why and how I plan to board this starship,” Matt told the scaly alien. “Because it is an outlaw ship that operates under Anarchate dominion, my combat on board it will be helpful to your conquest plans for this galaxy. Agreed?”
 
   “Irrelevant,” growled BattleMind as it half-spread its giant wings. “This craft could easily be destroyed by a low power excimer laser. But you have this weakness for salvaging organic lives.” The dragon looked across at a seated Eliana and the holo of a battle-dressed Mata Hari. “At least the upcoming landing on the third planet will rid my home of most of this organic infestation.”
 
   Matt gritted his teeth, wanting to argue. He did not. Instead, he climbed out of the Interlock Pit and walked toward Suit where it stood against the back wall. “Yes, soon the 152 human refugees will be gone from this starship. Then we will head for our next combat site. But until then, I have a duty of honor to carry out. If you have any concept of honor, that is.”
 
   The dragon’s red eyes appeared in his mind via optical neurolinking. “My Task is paramount. Doing my job in the most complete way possible is why I tolerate you, your Eliana and the linkage you call Mata Hari. You three do have your uses. But while you waste time I will review the Anarchate Combat Command sites for a location suitable for a further lesson. Do not disturb me.”
 
   The disappearance of BattleMind from his mind and from the Bridge left Matt feeling . . . less crowded. He nodded aside to Eliana. “My love, you will see all that I see via tachlink to the front holosphere. And Mata Hari can explain anything while also working with me and George. Now, it is time for me to enter Suit and join George aboard the shuttle. Later.”
 
   “Later, my dearest,” came Eliana’s soft voice even as Matt entered Suit from the back, felt for the exoskeleton footpads, ducked his head under and up into the helmet, pushed his hands out into his laser-tipped gloves, and blinked his right eye to close the back clamshell. Its closure was signaled by an Eyes Up virtual reality checkout display on faceplate. 
 
   He stepped through the red-bordered pressure hatch to the Spine hallway and began his Suit checkout. A one kilometer walk would be time enough for verifying what Mata Hari had already checked.
 
   Matt blinked to signal the virtual-reality display to split into three quadrants. Starship Mata Hari took form inside his helmet, its hallway and outer skin shape relegated to the faceplate’s right quadrant. He studied the central tube and outrigger pontoons of Hull Prime that Mata Hari had chosen as the least unusual appearance since the T’Chak ship could not imitate a twelve-kilometer wide battleglobe. The left quadrant showed the placement of lifeforms, energy sources, and motion vectors—all in three dimensions that rotated within a miniature graphics display. He focused on the left side as new data shimmered into being. A downlink from Mata Hari glowed like a red cloud. Within that cloud floated the harvester starship that ID’d as Powerful, while also showing nearby space, unpowered asteroidal debris, gamma and beta radiation levels, and solar wind fluxes from Dagda’s yellow-white surface. 
 
   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. Watching the empty Spine hallway through the center of his faceplate, Matt ordered Suit’s CPU to conduct a Systems Checkout.
 
   Hundred megawatt laser pulse-cannons stirred to life on either shoulder, tracking around the hallway, 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 down the long hallway, probing the optical matter side walls and the flexmetal composition of the hallway floor and ceiling. Hard against his spine, the rocket launcher backpack grumbled down to Standby, told by Suit’s CPU this enclosure was too small 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?”
 
   Matt smiled at their eagerness. Not yet, he told them via PET thought-imagery. Checkout done, Suit delivered a new display to his central faceplate, devoted solely to the Ariadne shuttle that floated on Nullgravs in a belly cargohold. 
 
   He smiled at the fake emblem of the Anarchate, an image of the Milky Way galaxy speared by a lightning bolt. That was a nice touch by Mata Hari, along with the actual ID number from a shuttle that had recently arrived at the Intelligence dome landing field. While it was unlikely a crew of pirates would know Combat Command data, Matt liked it when his AI partner took care of the small details. It reassured him that bigger details, like the watch on the approaching Morrigan corvette would continue, as would planning for the offloading of the Omega refugees once they reached Morrigan. The planet’s capital, Lisdoonvarna, had a very large central park that could accommodate the two kilometer length of starship Mata Hari. And landing amid meadows, shrubs, clusters of oak and willow trees, and a small creek that bordered one side of the park would be a welcome relief from long days inside his starship. 
 
   Matt arrived above the cargohold that held Ariadne. Clearing his central faceplate he called to his partner. “Mata Hari, pouch me down through the floor to the cargohold.”
 
   “Certainly,” she said, her mind image still that of the Barbarian Queen with a saber sword and a look in the eyes one would not wish to see on a dark night.
 
   His boot Nullgravs lowered him to the level of the front airlock for the shuttle. It cycled open for him. Matt pulled himself inside using a helmet tractor beam emitter. The lock door closed quietly behind him, then pressure locked. The inside lock door cycled open. He entered the front passenger area, looking for George. His companion was not seated in any of the two rows of seats that could hold twenty passengers. Smiling to himself when he could have just asked Mata Hari to image George’s location to him, he turned right and strode into the separate pilot’s cabin.
 
   “Hello, Matt,” rumbled George as he stood to one side of the room, his combat suit fully activated except for his helmet, which was folded back atop his broad shoulders. The man’s Van Dyke beard was twisted with a smile. The kind of smile one gets when a wish is granted.
 
   “Hello, George.” Matt smiled through the central space of his faceplate but maintained the images of starship Mata Hari on his right quadrant and of harvester ship Powerful on his left. Verifying that George was cross-linked to his tachlink com, he called to his partner.
 
   “Mata Hari, have you placed your limpet complink near the harvester ship’s Navigation computer?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” she said, then appeared beside him in the small pilot cabin of the shuttle.
 
   Matt gaped. “What, uh, how did you—”
 
   Mata Hari’s hawk-like look showed a brief smile. “Added some holo emitters to Suit’s front panel. Allows me to be with you and George in image, though not much in substance as aboard our ship. You like?”
 
   Matt liked this surprise. “I like. Did some of your SpyEye floaters and SensorBead gyrocopters also follow me aboard?”
 
   “Of course. Along with Seek/Identify sensors, software viruses, tachlink Sensor Remotes, poison gas sensors, and some nanoBit computers for lock decrypting. And my limpet complink is ready to take over that ship’s Nav computer once you enter Powerful.” Mata Hari gestured with her sword toward the normal light image of the harvester ship, which lay just fifty kilometers away from Mata Hari. “That will give us control over the pressure doors and hallway access. Should reduce your active opposition.”
 
   “Thanks. And I like choosing my encounters versus dealing with my opponent’s choice.” Matt eyed the distant image through the shuttle’s quartz crystal viewing band. As ordered, the Powerful had ceased acceleration and now floated beside Matt’s ship as the two of them headed out-system at one quarter lightspeed. The Morrigan corvette was only now approaching the orbit of the seventh planet. It lay several hours journey behind them. For Matt, that was just fine. His business with the genome slavers would be long over by the time Mata Hari passed the corvette as his ship headed in-system to planet three. “Well, George, why don’t you join me and Mata Hari in the passenger compartment? There is no need for you or me to pilot a craft that is part and parcel under the control of Mata Hari’s mind.”
 
   George followed Matt and the chain-mail clad Mata Hari out to the front rows of seats, near the front airlock. That was the one that would be docking with Powerful’s mid-ships airlock. Most likely one of the crew would be just beyond the inner airlock door to greet them. Matt liked that. One more obstacle that would not stand long. As they sat, the ship launched them toward the harvester ship. Thinking of the brief surprise his presence would be to any crewman or captain watching via a videye, Matt welcomed the insect swarm of hundreds of Mata Hari’s sensors and nanoshells. They would do their thing in parts of the ship while he and George headed for the cargo area that would likely be holding the fifteen captives. His memory of cloneslave decanting service on Alkalurops said genome slavers did not treat captives well. They provided only the minimum food, water and temp needed for the captives to arrive alive and available for resale, after flesh samples, sperm and eggs were taken to create cloneslave babies. He bit his lip, hating what he had done in the past in order to survive. Well, he could now make up to Charlotte his failure to invite her to join him on his skimmer ride into Alois Port. She would have been one more family survivor—if he had not been so focused on pleasing his father. Blinking his eyes, Matt turned his attention to George, who now had his helmet securely attached to his combat suit.
 
   “George, did you get in much practice with that Magnum handgun?”
 
   The red-faced man nodded behind his helmet’s faceplate. “Yes,” he said, his voice arriving via the inbuilt tachlink communicator. “An hour of normal light target shooting, then a second hour of shooting by way of infrared and UV imaging. In case the lights go out after we arrive.”
 
   Matt liked the attention George had paid to plausible defense options which the harvester crew might take. “Good. It is indeed likely that whatever ‘daylight’ is present in this ship will die once the captain realizes this is a hostile takeover. Course, shortly thereafter Mata Hari will have control of all ship systems via her limpet complink. So this ship will not be able to run away, lose its air in a hallway, or do anything without the agreement of Mata Hari. Who, as you see, will also be with us.”
 
   George smiled behind his clear faceplate. “I like it that she will be here. She was nicely patient with me during the fitting of this suit, and in the target practice.” The man twisted in his seat to face Mata Hari. “Thank you, Lady of the Sword, for helping me be a help to your Matthew.”
 
   Mata Hari, sitting across the aisle from the two of them, showed George a grim smile. “You are welcome. And now . . . we are arrived. Our airlock attachment is cross-linked to the ship’s hull and front airlock. Shall we depart?” she said, standing up and bringing her sword to port-arms, with the blade edge facing outward.
 
   Matt rose, enjoying the smooth feel of how Suit’s exoskeleton worked with his own, cyborg-upgraded muscles, bones and biochemistry. Suit could sense when he wanted extra power to any limb, felt sick and needed help from onboard nanoDocs, or needed fast wound healing and counter-shock therapy. With a blink of his right eye, Suit’s virtual reality display now shifted to show the outer hull of the harvester ship with Ariadne attached in parallel mode in his left faceplate, while his right quadrant showed a guesstimate of the airlock area and adjacent arrival room based on corvette schematics that Mata Hari had accessed during their ten hour trip to this rendezvous. Matt moved up and entered the small airlock, with George squeezing in beside him, followed by a swirl of Mata Hari’s Remotes and sensors. Matt preferred to encounter the ship’s crew with overwhelming force and shock.
 
   “Mata Hari, take over this ship using your limpet complink the moment we enter their ship. And disperse—”
 
   “Understood,” interrupted Mata Hari via his neurolink, but did not make her impatience with his redundant words clear to George. 
 
   Biting his lip, Matt nodded mentally to himself. Aloud he said “Thank you and let’s do this now!”
 
   The air exhausted, the shuttle’s external lock door slid open to reveal the outer hull airlock door of the harvester. Mata Hari’s mindshape squinted human-style. “I’m broadcasting an image of a suited-up Commander Chai as one ticked off Spelidon who wants instant obedience and the airlock door had better open in one second or he will—”
 
   The harvester’s lock door opened inward, revealing a lock space slightly larger than their shuttle’s space. Orange light came on at the ceiling and, with a grinding he felt in his boots, the outer airlock door closed behind them. Matt wondered what reaction the appearance of him, George and Mata Hari was drawing from viewers of the airlock’s interior videye. Perhaps an order to lock the inner access door?
 
   “Complink control established, Matthew. And the effort by the ship’s captain to lock the inner door has been blocked. It is opening now. There is an insect-like Brokeet alien waiting on the other side. It is armed with a laser handgun that is holstered now, but—” a garbled screech sounded in Matt’s helmet and inside the lock, so that his and George’s external mikes picked it up—“it has been ordered to kill us. It is reaching for—”
 
   The inner lock door slid sideways. Matt went suddenly to ocean-time even as his right faceplate quadrant showed the interior schematics of the harvester, with a blinking green dot showing the location of the captives, courtesy of Mata Hari’s access to the ship’s computers. He lifted his right hand and pointed five fingers ahead. In five nanoseconds power reached his fingertip lasers that had been tuned to chitin-punch. Five beams shot toward the upright figure of an ant-like alien wearing a crew sash and nothing else on its giant body.
 
   The midbody arm that had lifted the laser handgun fell to the floor, slowly, in seven-tenths shipboard gee. A second laser separated its globular head from its narrow neck, while three beams slid down its body, cutting deep gouges through its thorax and abdomen. A white noise nanoshell hit its comlink and blocked any further communication, while Matt’s right biceps thumped as two titanium penetrator darts loaded with biogel poison spurt forward and entered its corpus, overloading the dying heart. He stepped forward, one boot kicking aside the limb with the laser handgun. He turned left down a shadowy hallway that led toward the rear of the harvester. 
 
   “Got your back covered, Matt,” came the slow rumble of George’s deep voice, the words duplicating the situational holo that now filled his central faceplate quadrant. George was indeed pivoting to point his Magnum handgun up the hallway to cover anyone approaching from the ship’s nose. Mata Hari materialized between them. Matt noted with satisfaction the dispersal of her sensors, SpyEye floaters and sensorBead gyrocopters in all directions. Distantly he became aware that this ship held twenty-eight lifeforms, judging from infrared sensors that occupied every room and whose output Mata Hari already accessed. Fourteen humans were gathered in a rear cargohold of the starship, with two humans occupying a forward cabin, leaving a total of twelve alien lifeforms present in the ship, not counting the dead Brokeet alien. Five aliens now headed his way. They would soon be inside the hallway that he, George and Mata Hari stood within. He smiled. Matt liked it when vengeance walked toward him.
 
   Leaning forward as if into a headwind, Matt clunked forward in his boots. With a thought he activated his chestpack’s pulse-Doppler radar. Its millimeter waves painted an image of two Spelidon rats approaching with their long tails held high, an Orko hippo-alien lumbered along behind them on four stocky limbs, an ant-like Brokeet alien was running ahead of the group, and a Mican griffin-tiger brought up the group’s rear. Each carried a laser handgun or higher power rifle. Sighting Matt sixty meters downhall from themselves, each alien lifted weapons toward Matt and George. His mind formulated words for tachlink expression to George.
 
   “Stay behind me! And do not laser any of these aliens. They are mine! Personally.”
 
   Matt PET image-thought his intentions to Mata Hari so she would not interfere, then he focused lightspeed senses on the weapons of his five opponents. Femtoseconds whizzed by. Picoseconds sped along. Nanoseconds tick-tocked. He counted six hundred forty-five nanoseconds since they had physically entered this hallway and Mata Hari had taken control of ship systems. Not yet a second. Distantly, the five weapons glowed with discharge initiation. Coherent beams of burning light reached out and impacted the front of Suit.
 
   Three beams were deflected away as his sapphire crystal adaptive optics met the frequency of the lasers. But two lasers from the Spelidon rats burned into the carbon-carbon ablative coating of his right leg and left hip. Shifting his Suit stance to bring into play sapphire crystals that had not been burned away, Matt began to run toward the five aliens.
 
   Suit hit a speed of forty kilometers per hour as his boots activated mag-grippers so he could really run in the light gravity of the ship. In his mind, Matt was anticipating impact with the aliens. He hungered for it. And as the image of his brown-haired sister Charlotte suddenly glowed in memory pain, the Brokeet ant alien was within contact range.
 
   Matt raised his left arm, made a fist and then smashed through the alien’s thorax midbody, separating its body into two pieces. Behind him Mata Hari ordered several virus Remotes to impact the twitching remains. He ordered his left shoulder pulse-cannon to reverse aim. It did, firing a yellow beam through the Brokeet’s globular head, ensuring the extinction of thought.
 
   One second whispered Suit’s onboard CPU.
 
   Matt raised his right hand, spread his arms to either side, ignoring the additional laser beams as some of them scored black slashes across his ceramic armor to expose its ablative layer, then he slowed his run enough to spread his fingers.
 
   Grabbing each Spelidon rat by its neck, Matt lifted both bodies and swung them together in front of him, smashing craniums together, then twisting fingers to decapitate heads from dying bodies. He let go of them, knowing Mata Hari raced along behind him, with George further behind as his human partner raced down the hall with him, but still casting rearward views as directed. The man’s laser Magnum was pointed rearward, as Matt had ordered. Between him and Mata Hari buzzed more sensorBeads, penetrator darts with poison biogel and white noise nanoshells. He looked ahead at the rapidly approaching Orko hippo. Its four eyes were widening with shock as it imaged the death of three crewmembers. Matt brought his gauntleted hands together, grip-locked them and aimed for the area beneath the alien’s blocky head.
 
   Impact! murmured Suit’s onboard Tactical CPU. One point five seconds.
 
   His locked together fists broke through the Orko’s chest and collapsed its central heart underneath. It rolled backward. Matt trampled its long body, pulling his hands out and flaring each fingertip laser along its scaled underbelly. A nanosecond image showed its innards opening the way the insides of a deer might open when sliced by a hunter’s knife. He leaped beyond the dying body, leaving its awareness to die under the onslaught of Mata Hari’s biogels and ultrasonic beams from George’s combat suit. Mentally he blinked for a status report on all lifeforms in the ship.
 
   In his central faceplate came the image of the ship’s rooms and hallways with alien lifeform placements shown. Eight aliens still lived, but six of them had retreated to inner cabins, perhaps seeking safety. Ahead of him the Mican alien approached. But the eighth alien form was moving from the rear engine room toward the captives’ cargohold. Was it going to kill them before he got there?
 
   Ahead of Matt the Mican griffin-tiger spat its shoulder-mounted laser at him. It hit his left shoulder laser cannon, putting it out of action. The alien sped up its four-pawed run at him and then leaped into the air, aiming for his chest. He didn’t have time for the satisfaction of ripping the griffin-tiger’s wings from its shoulders. George could take care of it. Bending his combat armor faster than normal, he passed under its flying body. Behind him his Suit speaker spat “George! Take care of the Mican!”
 
   Two hundred milliseconds had passed since Matt’s lightspeed senses had detected the alien approaching the cargohold. 
 
   Matt turned right down a ship cross hallway, then turned left down its central accessway, aiming for its rear section and the sole access door to the cargohold. He ran flat out, hitting fifty kilometers speed even as Mata Hari twinged him gently to say he could have used Suit’s built-in Repulsor block to fly down the hallway faster than he was running. But she admonished him with a ferocious smile. Her eyes in his mind view showed the merciless look that Matt knew he wore every time he felt the memory pain of the loss of his parents and four sisters. It was clear now that when he felt deep emotions of loss and anger, Mata Hari also felt identical emotions. So close had their mind-to-mind link become that she had become his avenging alter ego. As such she knew his worry about the approaching alien.
 
   “Matthew,” she said via tachlink. “I’m speeding one of my floater SpyEyes toward the alien. It will impact its body, slowing it enough for you to catch it before it enters the cargohold.”
 
   Sending thoughts of intense appreciation, Matt adjusted his helmet faceplate to illuminate the oncoming alien. He needed to know whether a simple physical impact would do, or whether he had to use his remaining shoulder pulse-cannon.
 
   Two seconds, said Suit softly.
 
   The engineer alien was another stocky, four-legged Orko hippo, its front arms carrying a heavy laser rifle the equal of his own Magnum laser rifle that was attached to his right hip. Its four yellow eyes were slitted like a cat, while its upper body was scale-armored. A crew sash crossed its left shoulder to wrap around the tubular body. Distantly, the sound of four blocky feet hitting the metal of the central hallway came to Matt’s sensorEars as they preceded him down the hallway. Mata Hari was right. Flying was faster.
 
   The Orko was twenty meters from the cargohold entry when Mata Hari’s SpyEye globe hit it on the head. Plastic and metal pieces scattered in a spray. The alien slowed briefly, blinking its four yellow eyes, then tried to speed up its run.
 
   Matt was thirty meters from the entry door. He was not going to run faster than a quadruped for whom four-footed running was natural. Sighing, he PET image-thought an order to Suit and his right shoulder laser pulse-cannon locked on, its green sighting laser putting a pinprick beam in between the central eyes. “Fire” he said mentally.
 
   The Orko squealed from surprise, then pain as the yellow hundred megawatt laser beam cut into its bony head, then further inward, splitting its three-lobed brain into steaming pieces as the heat of penetration cooked its brain meat inside a natural cooker chamber. Its front legs collapsed under it. The forearms let go the laser rifle and, finally, the nerve impulses to the rear legs ceased. Its three hundred kilo body collapsed fully and slid along the hallway’s metal floor, leaving behind a wide streak of red hemoglobin rich blood.
 
   Matt skidded to a halt outside the cargohold entry. Just four meters separated him from the alien. A thought caused his chest pulse-Doppler to emit microwaves enough to finish cooking the brain mass, while both biceps erupted with titanium darts loaded down with biogel poison that would disable any carbon-based lifeform. Their impact into the large body sounded wetly. Two pressor beams emitted from his helmet broke each leg, just as backup, while nanoshell energy seekers bored their way into the mound of flesh, seeking any MHD power upgrade, anything cyborg-similar. While this mound of flesh would not collapse in on itself, it would smell for a good long while. At least, it would smell until Matt put his final solution into effect for the genome harvester obscenity.
 
   Ocean-time left him as he left Suit’s Combat Mode. He would need to see and relate at normal human speed when he saw the captives. Who, according to Mata Hari’s infrared monitoring were all alive, but surrounded by piles of waste and in poor physical shape. Women, children and several men lay on the floor or leaned against a wall. Ship sensors, fed through Mata Hari, told him the human captives were living in total darkness. Probably as a psych-warfare effort to kill any thought of resistance. Well, Matt knew how to take care of that.
 
   “Mata Hari, turn on the cargohold’s lights. But slowly! I want them able to see me and George when we enter. And partner, thank you for the sensor and SpyEye backup!”
 
   “Happy to assist, Matthew,” said his AI partner as she approached down the central hallway. 
 
   
  
 

Behind her came George, his suit scarred by three laser slashmarks, his hand gauntlets showing the red blood of the Mican’s body. Matt’s mind processed the image that had come in via tachlink of George taking on the Mican. It had been a physical struggle as one of the Mican’s wings knocked the laser handgun out of George’s grip. George, perhaps following Matt’s example, had grabbed the offending wing and broken it at the shoulder. The alien’s scrabbling response with foot claws had been blunted by George’s suit armor. The man broke the Mican’s second wing, then, wedging his armored helmet against the chest of the alien, George had reached up, grabbed the alien’s head in both hands, then pushed it rearward onto its back, breaking the Mican’s neck. George’s fists had then slammed into the alien’s chest, penetrating the heart area, bringing the blood that marked his partner’s gloves. Matt blinked at the natural strength of the man, then turned to face the closed metal of the cargohold’s slidedoor.
 
   “Mata Hari, open the door please.”
 
   She did so. Matt walked into the spacious room, followed by the lighter step of George. The holo of Mata Hari spread out to Matt’s left side, as George moved to his right.
 
   People looked at them. Most of them looked with fear and fatigue. Two women with children held to their half-clothed chests showed the beginnings of hope. Four children between ages six and twelve crawled toward the nearest adult, their movements slow and painful as if they were in the grip of severe hunger and electrolyte starvation. Some adults were blinking their eyes from the sudden appearance of light. A middle-aged woman, sitting close to the cargohold entry, struggled to stand up. A younger man leaned over from his floor seat to help her. Together, they managed to stand. The rest of the adults lifted themselves from lying on the floor to a sitting or leaning position. Clearly the appearance of Matt and George was a surprise to them.
 
   “Who are you?” the middle-aged blond woman said, her voice a dry croak.
 
   “Matt Dragoneaux the Vigilante,” he said. “At my right is my battle partner George O’Hussey. To my left is the holo of my ship’s AI, Mata Hari. She is a formidable AI who feels emotions.”
 
   “Emotions?” muttered an older man leaning against a far wall, dressed only in underwear. 
 
   “Yes,” Mata Hari said, moving forward as her holo image changed to the white Victorian dress of her spy persona. “We are here to rescue you all. To take you back to Morrigan. All of you and all of the children,” she said with a tender smile.
 
   “I’m Brigida,” said the middle-aged woman as she leaned against the younger man. “This is my son Brocault. We were kidnapped three days ago from—”
 
   “From the village of Rathfriland,” George interrupted with his Irish brogue. “Be assured milady, we will soon head for Lisdoonvarna to return you to your families and to seek a place of refuge for 151 other humans now aboard our starship. They used to work on the gaming world of Omega. But we were not Owners!”
 
   George’s Irish accent, so similar to that of Brigida and the older man, had brought hopeful expressions from everyone. His statement of where they came from brought shrugs from most.
 
   “Sir, Freeman Dragoneaux, where are we?” asked Brigida’s son Brocault.
 
   Matt smiled, began to gesture before he realized how both hands dripped blood, then gave a mental shrug. “Out beyond the orbit of Beag. We were incoming from the heliopause when we heard the kidnap broadcast from Morrigan and detected the harvester starship. We pretended to be an Anarchate vessel, and that led us to board and rescue you. My AI Mata Hari controls ship systems now.”
 
   “Will you also rescue him?” asked Brigida, saying the word with a sour expression.
 
   “Him? Who is him?” Matt asked.
 
   “The Captain. O’Toole. He’s human too,” she said with disgust on her face.
 
   Matt PET image-thought a query to Mata Hari, received an infrared image of the forward compartment with two humans in it, a young woman and a middle-aged man, based on the ship’s crude sensor. The room’s slidedoor was locked and the man had pushed furniture up against it. One arm was linked to the neck of the female, as much as Matt could tell from the glow of the infrared images. He focused on the pale white face of Brigida.
 
   “Who is the young woman with him?”
 
   “Can you see them?” she cried, her voice sounding in great need of water.
 
   “George, offer her a drink from your suit feeder tube. And Brigida, no, I cannot see them the same way I see you. I see only an infrared image of the woman and a man holding her. They are both alive. Who are they?”
 
   Brigida pushed a sweaty blond lock out of her eyes, sighed, then grimaced. “O’Toole used to be the provincial IT manager. Before he ran for office to be the regional Taich. He lost. Shortly after that he disappeared from his job and from Morrigan. That was six months ago. He . . . he led the raid on our village. He knew of it from official visits. None of us voted for him. He was a self-absorbed man then.”
 
   “The woman?” Matt asked, though he had a feeling what the answer would be.
 
   “My daughter Maeve. She’s seventeen. O’Toole took her from here with a promise of food and water if she cooperated.” The woman sipped from George’s feeder tube, gestured to the crowd of other thirsty people behind her, then met Matt’s eyes. “He wanted her when he was a politician. I’m sure he has . . . assaulted her often these last two days.”
 
   Memory pain welled up again in Matt. And the thought that a human would be leading this genome harvester raid brought back his cloneslave decanting memories. This wasn’t a case of greed, like the Omega Owners who owned people but let them live a life with some choices. This man had committed treason to humanity. Matt noticed Mata Hari and George both looking his way.
 
   “Mata Hari, will you and George escort these captives to Ariadne? After you secure lock the other six alien crew inside the rooms where they now reside?” A mental check of the ship’s status and placement of lifeforms confirmed that only the six dead hallway aliens and the Brokeet greeter ant had been outside at the time of his boarding. With Mata Hari in control of all ship systems through her complink, it should be safe to transfer the captives. Anyway, George had recovered his laser handgun and could handle any alien surprises, with Mata Hari in his company while also being in Matt’s mind via neurolink. He looked at Brigida and her son Brocault.
 
   “Brigida, I leave now to rescue your Maeve. You will no longer see this O’Toole. Nor will anyone else ever see him alive again.” He turned to head for the hallway, his gloved fingers twisting as if he were already strangling O’Toole.
 
   “Mr. Vigilante,” called a red-haired man who had helped a nearby woman get a sip of water from George’s feeder tube.
 
   “Yes?” he said, looking over his shoulder as Mata Hari and George moved to help the captives drink, stand up, gather some clothing, link children with family, and prepare for the long walk to the forward airlock.
 
   “Thank you,” the middle-aged man said, looking down as a four year-old boy hugged his leg. The boy also had red hair. “For my son. For my village companions. For rescuing all of us. We knew what awaited us when the genome slavers reached a safe harbor. Some of us might have died by our own hand, except we knew the aliens would just extract living cells for their dirty clone business.”
 
   The man, whose voice faded at the end from obvious exhaustion, hugged the boy close to him, tears rolling down his cheeks. Matt understood about memory pain tears.
 
   “You are welcome. And now, I must see to the last of this dirty business.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Maeve O’Grady shivered as she sat beside Conand O’Toole. The slaver and former IT manager for Connacht province. The man’s cold hand held her neck in a tight grip, even as the slaver looked at the pile of furniture that lay against the slidedoor. She inhaled deeply, ignoring the sweat and underarm stink of the man who had raped her three times in the last two days. She had just come from a shower in his toilet alcove when the ship shifted slightly from an outside contact, O’Toole had cursed loudly, then had begun piling furniture against the door.
 
   “What are you afraid of, O’Toole?”
 
   “Bitch, shut up!” The hand tightened on Maeve’s neck. 
 
   But hope had sprung anew in her as this deadly captain of a genome slaver ship began to show fear, anxiousness and even stopped his cursing as the wallscreen stayed blank, no one answered his demands for information, and the lights stayed on despite his order to Engineering to cut inside ecofields. The grav plates held them both to the floor and the pale orange light preferred by the man’s alien crew stayed on. Short of smashing the ceiling tube, O’Toole had control only of her. And that for not much longer, she hoped, remembering her mother and brother’s desperate hope as O’Toole took her from the cargohold. All three of them knew that the only hope Maeve had of living some kind of future life lay in the hands of the human captain. A man who had already betrayed humanity by leading the raid on her village.
 
   “Lost control of your ship, have you?” she teased O’Toole, not minding if he hit her. Anything was better than another session of forced sex.
 
   O’Toole gritted his teeth. “Damned Anarchate! I paid them their quarterly taxes! Why aren’t they stopping this boarding!” He squeezed her neck hard.
 
   Boarding? By someone O’Toole feared? Better and better. Maybe she could distract him in a way that would help whomever was boarding this ship. “Is it the corvette from Morrigan? Are they the ones you fear?”
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” O’Toole slammed her head against the metal wall behind the bed on which they both sat. She blinked at the pain. The man reached left with his free hand to grip a long, saw-bladed knife. Twisting in front of her eyes, he grinned under a three day growth of brown beard. “Maybe I should just kill you now? That way the boarders won’t get you!”
 
   “Go ahead,” she said defiantly. “That will only make them mad and make it harder for you to strike a deal for your escape. Right?”
 
   “Blammm!” sounded the slidedoor as something heavy hit it from the outside, bending its metal toward them.
 
   O’Toole let go of her neck, shifted the knife to his right hand, then lowered his right hand behind her back. She felt the prick of the knife’s point against her right kidney area. “You are a better hostage alive than dead. For now. So shut up. I will do the talking. You talk, you die. Understood!”
 
   “Understood,” Maeve said.
 
   Metal screeched as three armored fingers appeared in the gap between the door’s top and the metal wall. Then the slidedoor began to bend outward, into the hallway. Soon, a second armored hand joined the first and with a “Wingggg!” the slidedoor left its slot to go flying somewhere down the hallway. She saw a tall man wearing a white combat suit studded with devices and a laser cannon on each shoulder, who now filled the doorway. The suit’s faceplate cleared and she saw the face of a reddish-brown skinned man whose features suggested someone from the south of ancient France. But the expression on the man’s face as he focused on O’Toole was something she had never seen. Perhaps an ancient saber-tooth tiger had looked that way when attacking its prey.
 
   “O’Toole, I’m coming for you,” the man’s outside speaker rumbled, carrying a colonial accent she had never before heard.
 
   “You, you pirate! You hurt me and—”
 
   “Crump!” went the lightweight furniture as the combat suited man smashed downward with one armored arm. Most of the blocking debris smashed against the metal of the hallway wall behind the man. He kicked aside a few pieces and stepped into the room, the lights on his chest plate flickering wildly as a group of tubes stuck to each bicep tilted toward her and O’Toole, ready to disgorge something.
 
   “Stop!” O’Toole yelled, his voice ragged sounding. “You harm me, she dies!”
 
   The seven foot tall man stopped just inside the room, his bulky presence feeling like a force of nature. But this force lay just three meters away from Maeve and O’Toole. Maeve gave thanks the giant man was angry at O’Toole, not her. She thought most people who now saw the man’s expression would have tried to run away, to anyplace other than this spot. Judgment for O’Toole stood before them. And Maeve did not care if she died suddenly. Seeing the fear in O’Toole’s face and the shivering of his arm against her back was the most delicious feeling she’d felt since being kidnapped and raped.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt blinked on his pulse-Doppler radar, taking a scan of the two humans before him. 
 
   Three meters away, Suit told him via his inbuilt PET sensors.
 
   Microwave sensors displayed clearly the skeletal structure of both humans. A subsidiary readout confirmed it as calcium-based, but with a titanium upgrade for strength in the man. Infrared bio-sensors showed a normal body temp for both humans. Pulse-Doppler said each person had normal internal organs. Gas spectrometers documented the exact amount of carbon dioxide both exhaled, with the man breathing fast and heavy. The heatmap glowed with thermal concentrations—at the heads, chests, each heart, four hands, both groins, and both pairs of feet. Blinking the millimeter wavelength radar to penetrate the girl, Matt saw the outline of the metal knife that O’Toole held to the back of Maeve. Mech sensors showed that was the only weapon in the cabin. The nanoBeads that had followed him into the cabin spread out. They told him that O’Toole was badly frightened, and that he had raped the girl not long ago, according to pheromone levels. 
 
   “Maeve, your mother and brother are safe and are being taken to my shuttle. How are you doing?”
 
   The blond-haired teen, sitting naked beside the jumpsuit clad O’Toole, showed a pink flush in her pale face, arms crossed under her breasts, and the muscles in her legs tensed as if preparing to jump away from O’Toole. The question froze her in place. “Uh, as well as can be expected. Had a drink and some food earlier.”
 
   “Yes,” hissed O’Toole, his right arm moving to press the hidden knife firmly against Maeve’s back. “I’ve been taking care of her. That should count for something. Right? Mr. Whomever you are.”
 
   “The Anarchate knows me as Matthew Dragoneaux, freelance Vigilante who recently destroyed one of their Nova battleglobes in a fight inside the Sigma Puppis star system.” O’Toole gaped in disbelief. “I hail from a Second Wave colony. And yes, your taking care of Maeve does count for something.”
 
   In his mind Matt PET image-thought his helmet pressors into tight-focus, then hit O’Toole with two invisible force beams. They hit both shoulders and forced the stocky man back against the metal wall, his knife hand banging loudly against the metal.
 
   “Maeve, please get up and move behind me.”
 
   The girl smiled suddenly, jumped up, stepped two paces away from her former captor, then turned and spat a globule of wetness into the man’s face. “Bastard! You are evil!”
 
   In his mind, Matt tachlinked to Mata Hari as she helped George escort the last group of captives into the front airlock and aboard Ariadne. “Lady of the Sword, please join me at this location. Dressed in your chain-mail look, if you please. I am sure George can handle the last stragglers.”
 
   Maeve looked around, seeking his AI companion. She went “Oh!” when she saw Barbarian Queen Mata Hari standing in the hallway, just beyond the room’s entry. Even as Matt kept his pressor beams fixed on pinning O’Toole against the back wall, he smiled as Maeve stood straight, gave a respectful nod to Mata Hari, then stepped aside so his partner could enter. He wanted Mata Hari here. There was a need for a record to be made of his judgment.
 
   “Conand O’Toole, in the name of humanity and by my right of battle, I condemn you to death. You will be—”
 
   “Wait!” screamed O’Toole. “I have data. I can tell you stuff about the Anarchate. I can—”
 
   “Tell me about the upcoming rendezvous of fellow genome harvesters just outside the Alkalurops system? Or the fact that the Anarchate provincial Combat Command accepts quarterly bribes from you and those like you in order to not capture or destroy you?” Matt said, giving thanks to Mata Hari as she stood beside him, her sword pointed toward O’Toole. “We know that already. Your computer and your datapads are leaky.”
 
   O’Toole’s pale brow began to sweat. “But, but this is illegal! We are not on a planet. We—”
 
   Matt released the pressor beams holding the man against the back wall. He slumped forward slightly, then looked up with fear in his brown eyes. “What—”
 
   He PET thought-imaged his working shoulder pulse-cannon into narrow beam focus, then ordered it to fire a yellow beam at the man’s right shoulder, just beyond where the arm joined the shoulder socket.
 
   “Owwwww!” screamed O’Toole as he watched his right arm fall to the floor.
 
   Matt PET thought-imaged again. The man’s left arm similarly fell to the floor.
 
   Amidst louder screams, Mata Hari looked at Matt in real time and in his inner mind. Her face showed a hawk-like glare and her black eyes were as remorseless as Matt felt. “It is very necessary, Matthew,” she said both aloud and in his mind.
 
   “O’Toole, I will leave you still alive before I depart this vessel. In return for you leaving Maeve alive.” Matt grinned at the man’s bloodshot eyes as spittle fled from his screaming mouth. “But you do not require any kind of mobility in order to live.”
 
   More PET images saw to the slicing off of the man’s feet just above the ankles. “And O’Toole, if you can hear anything beyond your screams, think of the pain you and your crew have inflicted on defenseless babies in the last six months that you have been hunting living beings for cloneslave use. As you think of that, consider me merciful. This laser cauterizes each cut, thus preventing drastic blood loss. You will have enough blood left for your brain to operate and perceive. For a little while longer.”
 
   Blinking mentally, Matt raised his shoulder laser to cut the man’s legs off at the knees. A follow on beam cut the man’s thighs off. 
 
   “You know,” Matt said with a booming voice to overcome the shrill shrieks of the treasonous human. “You don’t really need a bowel or kidneys to keep your brain working. Just your heart and your lungs and enough blood to keep you alive for a half hour. There, I think that is enough trimming away of your residue.”
 
   Shock held O’Toole’s eyes open as the half-man lay collapsed against his bunk’s wall. Lacking arms, legs, hips and anything else below his rib cage, but bleeding only slightly, the man O’Toole was indeed now just a brain, a pair of eyes, a fount of constant pain, and a mind able to perceive Matt’s final solution to the journey of this genome harvester ship and crew.
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Matt sat naked in the Interlock Pit of Mata Hari, its forward holosphere showing the front of the harvester starship. To his left sat Eliana, freshly arrived from getting Leader Sarah to water, feed and clothe the Morrigan captives. To his right shone the holo shape of Mata Hari, now wearing her Victorian outfit, her gaze still dark and deadly as she looked at the abomination that had stolen people in order to sell cloneslaves into future lives of suffering and pain. “Is the axial accelerator ready, Lady of the Sword?”
 
   “Yes, my Matthew. Range is just fifty kilometers.”
 
   In his mind, Matt linked into the fire controls of the T’Chak superweapon. In the ship’s bowels rumbled superconducting magnets as they activated the two-kilometer long axial plasma tube. Fire! he thought over his lightspeed neurolink with starship Mata Hari.
 
   At the nose of the starship there gaped a two hundred meter wide mouth, its upper and lower halves sporting crocodile teeth. It was an affectation of BattleMind that Matt had come to like. 
 
   A glowing ball of purple plasma shot out, aimed at the stationary genome harvester starship. On board it were the six living aliens, locked in their cabins but able to see their doom approaching via a live wallscreen. In O’Toole’s cabin, one of Mata Hari’s sensorBeads had injected the man with enough drugs to wake the dead. The man could now see the approach of a purple plasma globe that would instantly vaporize him, the starship and all matter near it.
 
   “Mata Hari, you are sure the plasma globe will vaporize all human cell residue? I do not want an Anarchate ship able to scavenge anything that could be used to create cloneslaves.”
 
   “I am sure,” she said quietly, awaiting the judgment of Matthew Dragoneaux.
 
   “Matt,” whispered Eliana, “this is the right thing to do. I realize it now, after seeing your family and other memories.” She sighed. “What a horror is this universe we live in.”
 
   “Yes,” Matt said, sending a prayer to the spirit of Charlotte as the purple plasma ball ate the harvester starship whole, leaving behind only whisps of plasma gas. “But beyond is a planet of good, living people. Let us return the captives to their home . . . and smell a real park and trees. I for one need a taste of clean water to purify me.”
 
   “Me too,” said Eliana.
 
   “And also me,” murmured Mata Hari.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   In the central park of Lisdoonvarna, Matt stood in Suit with his helmet pushed back, enjoying the smell of grass, pine trees, fruit bushes and fresh water that flowed nearby in the park’s creek. Overhead, the yellow-white star Dagda warmed his face. And the sounds of happy voices came to his ears. He felt . . . almost normal, as if this were a summer day on Thuringia. Before the slavers came.
 
   He smiled as Eliana raced across the central grassy area, playing a game of socball with refugee teens and some local Morrigan youth. On the outer edge of the park rose pink tents that sheltered piles of food, beer kegs, scotch stands, racks of colorful clothes, displays of shoes and boots, while personal electronic games, datapads, AllCall units and memoryslates gleamed atop tables set up by local merchants. Some refugees dipped a hand in the metal cask that held the 50,000 platinum Standards which he and Mata Hari had contributed from their prior Vigilante earnings. But the governor and militia general would not allow him, Eliana, George, Suzanne or Mata Hari to pay for anything.
 
   Enjoying the sight of his starship hanging in Colossus Mode above the giant park as four pressor beams supported it a hundred meters above them all, he gave thanks that BattleMind still focused on their next combat target, rather than materializing in the midst of the organic ‘infestation’ that had greeted their landing and off-loading of the fifteen Rathfriland captives. The appearance of 152 other humans from Omega had turned the formal welcome into a summer picnic party. 
 
   In his mind, Matt stored the images of Omega children playing with captive children and local children of all ages. Children should have no cares other than running, playing hide-and-seek, arguing over slices of pie, sneaking up on each other, and skipping flat stones across the blue water of the small lake at the far side of the park. And overhanging the hundreds of people moving across the park came the sound of a musical favorite of Sarah Vasiliades. An antique folk song it was. Something called “You’ve Got A Friend” by an ancient songstress named Carole King. Matt had never heard the like, but since everyone here spoke standard English in addition to native Gaelic, the song was clearly enjoyed by most of the crowd.
 
   “Is this kind of celebration what you hoped to see for your Omega refugees?” asked the stocky, middle-aged woman known as Governor O’Davoren.
 
   Matt did not mind Airmed O’Davoren’s interruption, or the presence of militia general Balor O’Clery at his left side. They had understood early on that formality was not Matt’s style. And putting on a party for welcome guests was an ancient custom of the Tuatha De Danann, as the settlers of Morrigan called themselves. It seemed all of them hailed from ancient Earth’s island nation of Eire, lying in what archaic geographers called the North Atlantic Ocean. They were a friendly people, made even more so by his, George and Mata Hari’s rescue of their kidnapped citizens. He smiled at Airmed.
 
   “Governor, this is exactly what I hoped for. Except my life has had so little experience of this kind of . . . people celebration that I could not have imagined such beauty, wonder and friendliness without first visiting here.”
 
   “Good that you did,” rumbled Balor, his close-cropped grey hair glinting under Dagda’s yellow-white light. “Our corvette could not have caught the harvester ship. Our people would have been truly lost. Again, we thank you for your . . . bravery and service to our honor.”
 
   Airmed rested a pale white hand on his armored right arm. “And your gift of a new Tachyon Pylon along with your orbital placement of a Defense sled will guarantee no future slavers will visit us.” The woman, dressed in a finely threaded blouse of blue fabric and a red dress with embroidered dragons, turned to meet Matt’s eyes. Her pale blue eyes did not show tears. But her high cheekbones were flushed red, as deep emotion filled her. “We welcome your human refugees, especially George O’Hussey and his Suzanne. All of your people will enrich our world, and their children will enjoy learning our Gaelic. It is a language made for song and poetry,” she said, a half-smile filling her face. “But what of you and your Eliana? Can we not tempt you two to also settle here? The parliament will gladly gift you land for a homestead and—”
 
   “I wish it were possible,” Matt interrupted the governor’s third repeat of an offer made upon their landing. He licked dry lips, thinking it had been a long time since he had drunk beer of any sort. Or played a game of backgammon with another human. “But I have taken on a . . . a geis duty that I promised to the souls of my family and my dead love, Helen Trinh, before they all died thanks to the lawless rule of the Anarchate. You know about the obligation of geis, I believe.”
 
   Airmed O’Davoren nodded tightly. “We do. Our hero Cuchulainn honored one geis only to violate another geis laid on him. But we all remember him. We all honor him.”
 
   “And,” Balor murmured, “honoring the geis laid on you by this woman, pursuing battle to save souls from slavery while bringing justice to worlds in need, is the highest duty any man can carry out. Whether you overthrow the Anarchate, or merely save the lives of millions, your name will be long remembered among the human and alien worlds.”
 
   Airmed patted his arm. “Your geis has already shown its power. By the track you follow, you have delivered refugees to a welcoming home and have returned captives of that home to their families. Short of bringing new life to our world, I can think of no better deeds than what you have already performed.”
 
   Matt blinked, telling his onboard nanobots to reabsorb the tear moisture. A big man does not need to show tears to feel deeply his . . . feelings. These two leaders of this world had accepted his calling for what it was. As Eliana accepted him and loved him. As Mata Hari accepted him and . . . felt something like love for him, based on her expressions during the battle aboard the harvester ship. He looked out across the busy meadow, seeing the approach of George with his Suzanne, the two holding hands much the way he and Eliana often held hands. Beside them walked the full-size holo of Mata Hari who wore an outfit similar to that of Airmed. Feeling happy that his Vigilante partner was growing in her emotionality, he reached out with both gloved hands to lightly clap each companion on the shoulder.
 
   “Governor, general, this day is a reward beyond any I could have imagined.” He paused as his three approaching friends pointed at the Morrigan version of butterflies. “But I have my geis duty. I have my comrades at arms. I have my starship. And we have further battles to pursue before we head for the Small Magellanic Cloud, the home of the makers of the starship above you. Going there is a promise I made to the . . . AI mind aboard her, after being rescued from my lifepod. A duty greater than simple Vigilante work awaits my efforts.”
 
   George and Suzanne stopped in front of Matt and his two companions, with Mata Hari standing to the right of O’Hussey. Mata Hari gave Matt the first smile he had seen since arriving at Dagda’s heliopause. She gestured to her left, to the couple.
 
   “Greetings, Governor O’Davoren and General O’Clery. Matthew, these two folks need a word with you.” She gestured reassurance as Matt’s two companions made to move away so he could have privacy. “Stay, hosts of Morrigan. Their issue relates to your home world also.”
 
   Matt nodded, said in his mind You are happy about something, dear partner, then focused on intent George and serious Suzanne. “George, my armsman in honor, what do you and your lady wish to discuss?”
 
   “Going with you on your future battles,” George said bluntly. He hugged Suzanne closer. “We’ve discussed this. I shared with her the images of the place we found the captives, your loss of your family to genome harvesters, and how this pirate crew operated with the permission of the Anarchate military . . . so long as they paid their bribes. While this is a wonderful world, Airmed and Balor, we feel it our duty to go with Matt and Eliana and Mata Hari to battle for freedom, justice and the downfall of the Anarchate. By whatever means it takes.”
 
   “Right,” said Suzanne as she pushed a blond lock out of her eyes. “Mata Hari has given us some background on the Task of this BattleMind, on the Vigilante work you have done over the years, Matthew, and how too many planets fall victim to the conglomerates, like Eliana’s home world. I support George. And with my IT background, perhaps I can help Eliana in her research on finding a cure for your slow virus infection.”
 
   Matt felt surprise that the two knew of his ‘gift’ from the Mican griffin-tiger Legion, but he realized Eliana’s easy-going nature was the opposite of the ‘operational security’ that he had long followed. And his on-again, off-again ailment could use an extra mind to help Eliana and Mata Hari. His lover was feeling stumped by the way the virus activated one hereditary disease, then changed its outer protein appearance to avoid a retroviral killer drug, only to reappear later with new camouflage as it bit into a different part of his genetic heritage. The rheumatoid arthritis had faded due to monoclonal antibody treatments and healing done by his onboard nanoDocs. But something else would hit him, sooner or later. He focused on George.
 
   “Armsman of Eire, if I take you and Suzanne onboard, it could be years before this battle reaches a conclusion. Are you two prepared for long months stuck inside my starship?”
 
   “Yes,” George said, a small smile creasing his black beard. “There are now plenty of empty roomsuites. Suzanne wishes to learn Tavli from Eliana. And I would seek . . . some kind of cyborg upgrades from Lady of the Sword Mata Hari. Upon Suzanne’s approval, of course.”
 
   Matt reviewed his long-term plans. When they made it to the Small Magellanic Cloud, even if all the T’Chak were dead as galactic rumor had it, there should still be other starships like Mata Hari. Perhaps they only needed the proper code signal from BattleMind to awaken? If he could lay hands on several more Dreadnought-class starships like Mata Hari, then he could return to the Milky Way and really make an impact on the Anarchate. He smiled at George.
 
   “Are you willing to work with a starship AI, George? And learn basic piloting?”
 
   The man brightened like a young star. “Yes! You mean you will take us?”
 
   Noticing Mata Hari’s happy smile, Matt understood his first partner approved. And no doubt Eliana, now playing with Rebecca and Rafael’s four children, would welcome other human company. Perhaps they could even enjoy a few deluxe meals during Translation! Assuming they could acquire a few boxes of wine and several kegs of beer.
 
   “Yes, George. And Suzanne, it does. Welcome to the crew of starship Mata Hari.” 
 
   “Yes!” Suzanne yelled.
 
   “Great!” said George in his deep baritone.
 
   Balor and Airmed clapped their hands and then moved to hug and congratulate his new battle comrades.
 
   Matt inhaled the fresh air of Eire Park. It was time to open a beer keg, stomp a few dance steps, and lift some kids high in the air with Suit’s help. Surrounded by happy and grateful people who thronged the park, Matt felt almost safe for the first time in years. Perhaps, after he had completed his geis to Helen, he and Eliana and George and Suzanne could return to Morrigan, buy land, and build homesteads not far from each other. Then, perhaps he and Eliana could have children of their own. Her need for children after the loss of Calyce’s companionship was something Matt had long understood. But bringing a newborn to life in the middle of his battle to overthrow the Anarchate was not wise. And anyway, Matt needed to learn more about how to care for more than himself and Mata Hari. He thought Eliana liked his . . . normal self. She loved his loom and his weaving. And swimming in the ship’s large pool was a luxury they both had discovered after the end of the Halcyon battle. 
 
   “Shall we all go and get drunk?” he said to Balor, Airmed, George, Suzanne and Mata Hari.
 
   Their happy laughter convoyed him to the drinks tent.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarah Vasiliades watched George and Suzanne walk up to Matt the Vigilante and present their proposal to join his battle. It was a matter the two of them had discussed with her, since the three of them had long been friends. While she hated the loss of Suzanne’s IT skills, and George’s good humor, she knew that Matt felt the loneliness of his crusade against the Anarchate. Having comrades in battle would help balance Matt. While Eliana would no doubt love having another woman onboard the starship. And George’s personal sense of honor was something he felt intensely.
 
   Sighing with resignation, Sarah walked up to Rebecca as she watched Eliana play the LifeGame with Anabelle. “Becca, I think it’s time we two talked with Eliana. About new friends, new duties and how to cross-stitch some of your embroidery designs!”
 
   The laughter of her friend moved Sarah away from her worry for Matthew. 
 
   He was a grown man. A tough man. And a man who loved children, judging by the way he had let kids ride on his missile backpack even as his shoulder pulse-cannons stayed locked in place. It was clear he fought for the freedom of future children, not just for vengeance. And that made her happy to count him as a new friend.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt walked into the Bridge in Suit, stepped to the right rear wall, and smiled as extra accel-couches popped up from the flexmetal floor to form a crescent curve from the left side of the Interlock Pit to directly behind where he usually sat. Eliana, George and Suzanne entered the large room and headed for couches as Eliana chattered about the side wallscreens, the front holosphere, the person-high stack of Memory Pillars in the rear of the Bridge, and how Matt sat naked in the Interlock Pit in order to be in optical neurolink with both Mata Hari the AI and with the ship itself. Stepping backward out of Suit, then walking around it to the Pit, Matt focused on the upcoming argument with BattleMind. It was an argument he was determined to win.
 
   Sitting in his clear plastic chair in the Pit, Matt reached back, plugged in the fiber optic cable to the back of his neck, and blinked his right eye to change the forward holosphere so it showed the star-speckled space that lay ahead of them as they prepared to leave orbit around Morrigan. Mentally he gave thanks that Airmed and Balor had ordered their Port mechanics to fill Mata Hari’s water tanks, supply several tons of deuterium-lithium six fuel pellets, and provide additional tons of frozen meats, fresh vegetables, canned and boxed foods, and multiple liters of beer, wine and Scotch. His head ached a bit after yesterday’s party in Eire Park, but today’s move to the Port of Lisdoonvarna, followed by the rise to orbit, had focused his attention like nothing else.
 
   In his mind’s eye, starship Mata Hari changed its shape into the giant T’Chak dragon figure first created by BattleMind. The side pontoons assumed the shape of giant wings, tipped with three antimatter pontoons on each wing. The directed energy weapons domes popped out along its armor plated back, and its nose lengthened into the crocodile-like snout with flexhull curves that outlined scores of teeth. At its front gaped the mouth portal where the ship’s axial plasma funnel would shoot out two hundred meter purple plasma globes when something needed vaporizing.
 
   “We are now in Battle Configuration,” said Mata Hari as her holo shape materialized between Eliana and Suzanne. This time she wore the white, floor length chiffon and lace dress, with black hair piled up that signaled her Spy persona. It was an image that Matt had become accustomed to. At his left, his three human friends all smiled. Well, that would change soon enough.
 
   “Thank you, Mata Hari. Please bring our engines up to three-quarters lightspeed thrust, with our antimatter overdrive kicking in at one-quarter.” Matt bit his lip. No way to put the moment of stress off any longer. “In a moment I will be moving to ocean-time. Please explain to my friends why conversing with me will be impossible. But they will hear my discussion with your . . . overseer.”
 
   “Of course, Matthew,” she said, black eyes looking deep into him even as she felt him send out a PET thought-image to activate ocean-time.
 
   Five milliseconds, said Matt’s onboard databyte nanocubes in his visual cortex. In his mind he felt the entire starship rushing into him, filling him with millions of data bits and a three dee imagery that gave shape and substance to the dragon shape which only his eyes had perceived. Thoughts of Mata Hari and her physical starship components rushed through his mind and body, filling him with a kind of ecstasy as the three of them became <<he>>:<<she>>:<<ship>>. A symbiosis of organic and inorganic thinking entities that thought and ‘moved’ faster than any natural organic system. Like a Brokeet or a Mican.
 
   “Hello, Matthew,” came the mind voice of Mata Hari as she filled his mind’s eye with three persona images. She was there as the nearly nude Barbarian Queen, then as Mata Hari the Spy and lastly, as a black-haired young woman dancing through the meadow of Eire Park in an embroidered blouse and red skirt with dragon emblems. Though it was the music surrounding the third persona that struck him. A human voice sang “You’ve Got A Friend” even as the dancing third persona moved among the living grasses with her eyes closed, perceiving a reality new to her.
 
   His inner self smiled his appreciation of her new persona guise. “Wonderful to see you dancing so wildly and carefree, dear partner. You felt the emotions of the other people there?”
 
   Mata Hari smiled, dimples showing under her high cheekbones. “Yes! I felt them vaguely, thanks to the music and their voices. Though I can thought-link only with you, dear one.”
 
   Her open affection for him was something very welcome. “So, you don’t miss leaving behind our good friend Gatekeeper? To help the refugees?”
 
   His AI partner raised one perfect back eyebrow as she assumed her primary Spy persona. “Miss him? Why should I? He is even now fabricating a small ecoweb garden with imported trees, grasses and flowers in a room next to the swimming pool.”
 
   “What! Why didn’t you tell me—”
 
   “Matthew,” she interrupted the way a woman would interrupt a man, with a smile that was assured and confident. “You have brought two companions aboard. Why can I not do the same with one?”
 
   Gaekeeper had become a companion? A surprise. But a nice one. “Well, you are correct,” he said via mind-link. “Actually, I am happy for you. I hope you and Gatekeeper will enjoy each other’s . . . mind-talk via tachlink.”
 
   “We have enjoyed such a linkage already, and hope for more such stimulating . . . encounters.”
 
   In a corner of his mind he saw Eliana begin to smile as she heard his and Mata Hari’s conversation begin. No doubt she and Suzanne would enjoy plenty of female giggles at Matt being outmaneuvered by a female AI. Humph!
 
   One second, said Matt’s onboard databyte nanocube.
 
   “Mata Hari, please buffer my mind as I call our overseer to the Bridge. Hopefully he will not vaporize all of us.”
 
   “Hardly,” said a newly sober Mata Hari as her essence flooded his mind and Matt felt, in a distant realm, her affection for him and her growing delight at being in link with a male AI like Gatekeeper.
 
   He nodded mentally. Then, focusing his thoughts, he hailed their master.
 
   “BattleMind, please join us on Bridge in your visual persona,” he called, filling a sideband with images of George, Suzanne and Gatekeeper and how the three of them had helped him during the boarding of the genome harvester starship.
 
   “Little one,” boomed the hurricane force mind voice of BattleMind, “you further infest this vessel with organic residue. Why!”
 
   “For more efficient combat operations of myself, my female partner and for the carrying out of your Task, Destruction Device 647,” he said with formal mind-talk. “On a side channel you will note how the human George was helpful to me in a recent combat operation, while the human Suzanne helped in the offloading of the 152 human refugees from our Omega operation. The AI Gatekeeper has great knowledge of how to relate to all organic species of this galaxy, and will surely be useful in the intelligence analysis of the molecular memory crystal we obtained from the Anarchate Intelligence dome.”
 
   BattleMind’s mental senses receded slightly as the T’Chak sensed his mind strain under the impact of the dragon’s thoughts. “I show myself once again to your fellow organics,” it said in a tone of disgust.
 
   To Matt’s right there appeared a twelve-foot tall dragon with partly furled wings, dark red eyes, a slightly open crocodile snout, and black claws that adorned the forward edge of each wing. It stood with crossed forearms and on giant feet. It ignored his companions and focused attention on the forward holosphere.
 
   “Observe our next destination,” it said with a tone of bother at having to communicate in the organic fashion.
 
   In Matt’s vision appeared a region of space known as the Norma Arm of home galaxy. A globular mass of stars lay close to the inner edge of the arm. It carried the name Omega Centauri.
 
   “Omega Centauri cluster,” Matt thought-spoke to both the shimmering mind of Mata Hari and the too powerful intelligence of BattleMind. “There are millions of stars in that cluster. I recall that in its center they are spaced so close together there is less than one-tenth of a light year between each star. Why go there?”
 
   BattleMind emoted a sense of satisfaction. “We have conducted several useful combat encounters with Anarchate devices,” it said. “Now it is time to assault one of the Anarchate’s governing planetoids. In orbit around the G3 star known as CC4137 is a large moon with its own atmosphere that circles a gas giant. It resembles the moon Titan in your Sol home system. While cold and with a nitrogen-methane atmosphere, the moon has lakes of liquid ethane, ethane rainfall, high winds, cryovolcanic areas and a liquid ammonia-water hydrosphere at a depth of around 200 kilometers. A primitive life similar to your manta ray creatures lives there, but is not intelligent.”
 
   “Then why go there?” Matt interrupted even as his databyte nanocubes showed scores of images of Titan as revealed by the Cassini-Huygens lander and subsequent automated balloon surveys of the moon that was larger than the planet Mercury. Prebiotic amino acids and nucleotide bases had been found on Titan. It seemed the same process had occurred on this moon whose star was somewhat older than Sol.
 
   “Because,” emphasized BattleMind, “its methane ice surface is covered by millions of habitat domes that are all connected via a tachyon comnet which allows for efficient organic-inorganic communications. The moon is a regional Administration center for that arm of your galaxy, and all the stars within the globular cluster. The hostile temperature and atmosphere keeps all organics within the habitats, while multiple Tachyon Pylons link this center to nearby Anarchate planets.” BattleMind presented a molecular memory crystal image of the large moon that he said was only months old. “In short, this moon governs the interactions of several trillion organic lifeforms scattered around that part of the galaxy. Removing it from the Anarchate network will be disruptive and impossible for authorities to hide from the organic populace. Public confidence will be reduced in the Anarchate. That reduced confidence will be useful when I and my masters return with our fleet to take over your galaxy.”
 
   Matt licked his lips. “What is the organic population on the moon, whatever its name might be?”
 
   “Four million, three hundred and twenty-four thousand organic lifeforms,” the dragon said with a toothy mental grimace. “The Anarchate name for the place is Megadene.”
 
   So many lives! And many of them would be spouses and offspring, since every alien species known to the Anarchate produced some type of generational successor. “How many starships are usually in orbit there?”
 
   The mind image of BattleMind matched its outside holosphere shape. It spread its wings, flapped them once to produce a mind-flow gale that nearly caused Matt to pass out, then its mind senses receded a bit as it detected his distress. “Organic who can barely think even with tiny devices inside you, there are usually twenty to thirty starships in orbit. Two of them are always Nova battleglobes, while the others are a mix of courier ships and cargotubes. Why?”
 
   Matt gritted his teeth. “I had a brief hope we could destroy the battleglobes and give the inhabitants a chance to evacuate via starship,” he said.
 
   Puzzlement flowed from BattleMind. “Why allow any evacuation, even if there were a million starships in orbit? The point of my armed survey of your home galaxy is to assess the combat strength of the Anarchate and its inorganic constructs like the battleglobes, while causing maximum damage and disruption. Why should I allow any organic to survive? They would only resume similar duties elsewhere.”
 
   It was clear BattleMind had never birthed any kind of offspring. Or that it even understood the concept of children.
 
   “I understand children, Matthew,” whispered his friend Mata Hari. It is a topic discussed by myself and . . . Gatekeeper. We each have enough emotions to realize how having offspring both enriches one and causes intelligence to rise to a unique plateau,” she said, her tone sad but determined. “But there is no way to offset BattleMind’s logic. It is doing as an organic T’Chak would do.”
 
   Matt wondered if there were any T’Chak left alive in the Small Magellanic Cloud. Or in the nearby Large Magellanic Cloud? What was it that had wiped out the species? And could a few living T’Chak still survive in stasis chambers hidden away somewhere? That was for later. Omega Centauri was for now.
 
   “Understood, BattleMind,” he said with a weakening mind-flow. “Do we Translate directly to the orbit of the moon Megadeen, to its stellar heliopause, or do something else on the way there?”
 
   “Something else,” muttered BattleMind as it sensed Matt’s disapproval of the death of so many lifeforms. “Megadeen and its star are located 8,324 light years from the Morrigan star system. We will need additional fuel by the time we arrive. I plan to materialize outside a mercantile world, assume the shape and tachlink ID of a Brokeet starship, pay for the needed fuel, then depart by Translation and arrive within a few diameters of the moon Megadeen. Our Translation appearance deep within the seven planet star system of CC4137 will cause moonquakes and disruption. That will allow us to dispatch the two battleglobes before we remove the moon and its occupants.”
 
   Matt had to ask. “How will you ‘remove’ the moon and its occupants?”
 
   A sense of satisfaction flowed to Matt from BattleMind’s massive intelligence. “By using either the quark-based Graviton Beam to shrink the moon to a small black hole size. Or by the use of what you call Sun Glow to transmute the moon into a tiny star of plasma. It will be entertaining to compute which device will yield the most comprehensive result in the shortest time frame.”
 
   Matt’s awareness noted the dragon’s reply. But his ability to further converse came to an end as he passed out from Interface overload.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    “Matthew, darling?” came the voice of Eliana. “Are you awake yet?”
 
   He’d been dreaming. Dreaming of his brown-haired sister Charlotte, his younger sisters Sally, Janine and Melody, Kristin his Mom and Benoit his father. Deep in the winter gales they had gathered around the radiant heater that both illuminated and warmed their home. They were playing an ancient human board game called Monopoly. In one way it resembled the Anarchate, in that greed and money were its basis. But it was such a silly way to view life that he and Charlotte loved playing it with their parents. Yellow light penetrated his eyelids. He opened them to see the embroidered white cloth dress of his lifepartner, Eliana. Her look was one of concern.
 
   “I’m awake,” he said, aware of how he lay under a silk sheet atop their bed platform. He reached over to touch, then squeeze her nearest hand. “Don’t worry. I’m tougher than I look. It’s just these mind-chat sessions with BattleMind are a mental drain.”
 
   She shook her long black hair, then smiled. Eliana squeezed back with a loving firmness. “Mata Hari told us that after the dragon disappeared and we finished hearing your conversation, then saw you passed out. Suzanne and George helped me get you to our roomsuite. We’ve just passed the heliopause of Morrigan’s system and have entered Translation. Headed for this Omega Centauri star cluster that you two discussed.”
 
   In truth he was glad to have companions beyond Eliana in his geis quest to fulfill his promise to Helen that he would always use his strength and abilities to bring justice to those who needed it. “Are our comrades settled into their roomsuite?”
 
   “Yes, though they were walking down the Spine just before I entered,” Eliana said, glancing aside to the walls of their roomsuite. “George said he loved your Hopi Corn Maiden tapestry.”
 
   Matt sat up. 
 
   He did not need visible light to see his room, though Eliana needed it.
 
   Nanoware vision upgrades imaged it all—his workstation table, the library wall shelves filled with optical disks, the entrance to their fresher unit, three Calder-style mobiles dangling from the ceiling, the acrylic paint easel to one side, his weaving loom with its half-done Corn Maiden pattern, even his and her clothes hanging behind an actual wood-slat door. And on the wall opposite their bed hung his collection of edged, solid projectile and energy hand-weapons, including a feather-tasseled White Mountain Apache spear from his own tribal heritage. Matt saw them all through normal yellow light. They were the talismans of his life. 
 
   More images touched his upgraded eyes. Power sources studded the walls, floor and ceiling, their placement betrayed by ultraviolet sparks. A Navajo Ganado-style blanket hung on the right sidewall 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 three dee 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 fresher unit, 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.
 
   “I’m glad he and Suzanne saw this part of me. I’ve tried to be more than . . . an avenging banshee.”
 
   Eliana chuckled. “Suzanne had wondered about that, after seeing the vidrecord of your dealing with the harvester captain.”
 
   Matt felt shock. He’d thought that Eliana’s vidrecord was something just for future use, in case some planet’s judiciary called him to account. “You saw it too?”
 
   Tilting her albino white face, Eliana’s green eyes gleamed with moisture. “We all did. All the refugees and the captives. When Leader Sarah was feeding them all in the commissary. George and I had asked Mata Hari why the Lady of the Sword persona? She looked at us with a gaze more determined than any I had ever seen before. Then she nodded her head, and asked a few adults to take the children to a nearby playroom. Once the kids were gone, she played the entire boarding, fighting, rescue and discovery of Maeve with the human captain of the harvester ship.” 
 
   Eliana looked aside at his weaponry wall, which included a Magnum laser rifle. “ The captives tried to spit at the image of Conand O’Toole. Everyone else was transfixed.” She turned back to meet his gaze. “When you used your shoulder laser to render him immobile but aware, while there was shock at the blood and dismemberment, all the refugees nodded their head or said something like ‘It was necessary.’ Suzanne and I also thought it was necessary. No one blames you, Matthew.”
 
   He reached over and pulled Eliana into a hug. “Thank you, my love. Thank you.” He caught his breath and told his heart to stop beating so fast. “Yes, it was necessary. And Mata Hari’s limpet complink gained useful information about a future gathering of these genome harvesters. I hope we can . . . disrupt their gathering after we return from the Small Magellanic Cloud.”
 
   Eliana kissed his neck, breathing warmth against skin that had become cold from his memory of O’Toole. “We will, my love. We will bring as much justice to the poor and injured people of this galaxy as can be done in a human lifetime.”
 
   Matt smiled at his love’s simple declaration of her own commitment to his geis, to the pursuit of those Anarchate entities that allowed planets to die, cultures to be destroyed, cloneslave babies to be born, and whole star clusters to be ruled by alien Conglomerates that owned people through bondServant contracts. In a galaxy with trillions of lifeforms, more than thirty thousand species, and billions of habitable planets, setting things ‘right’ would not be the job of a single lifetime. But . . . perhaps he and Mata Hari and George and Suzanne could create a landslide of resistance that would bring a kind of . . . personal freedom to planets that had never known the like.
 
   Eliana tugged at him. “Up, up! I gotta show you what dear Gatekeeper has created in the Life Room, next to the pool. You will love it!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Suzanne looked up as the Spine slidedoor opened and Eliana brought in a lively, healthy-looking Matt to see their version of a park. The Vigilante wore his checkered yukata robe tied with a white silk tassel. He entered a place of growing things with water, rocks, soil and the buzz of some alien bees. She and George had been enjoying the small lake that filled one part of a space formerly occupied by a few dozen roomsuites. She and her new lifepartner had not thought it possible to create something green and living aboard a Dreadnought-class starship built by aliens. But Mata Hari and Gatekeeper, appearing as a middle-aged Greek man with no beard and dark brown skin, had done it using a bag of gardening tools and a few Nullgrav floaters that moved grass sod and trees to various locations. They had created a true biome at the rear of this starship.
 
   Matt’s brown eyes widened at the sight of their miniature park, noticed the swirl of alien bees, then stepped forward to kneel and put a few fingertips into the lake’s water. “Amazing! It has a pebble shore, floating lily pads, Earth frogs and . . . and—”
 
   “What?” asked Gatekeeper as his life-size holo walked up to Matt and Eliana, followed by the summer girl persona of Mata Hari. So very different from the Lady of the Sword they had seen in the vidrecords of the harvester battle. “Did you think that this ball of optoelectronics and molecular memory crystals lacked an imagination?”
 
   Matt smiled, then stood up. His south Mediterranean face studied the new image of Gatekeeper, then noticed how Mata Hari’s summer persona held hands with Gatekeeper the gardener. A sign of emotionality and attachment that Suzanne had never before seen in any AI. Though it seemed Mata Hari’s mood had infected the Gatekeeper she knew, which had been more of a hotel manager than a conspirator in insurrection.
 
   “Seems we have a third couple,” her George muttered from his squat beside her.
 
   Suzanne sighed. “Yes, we do.” Remembering how new was hers and George’s romance, though she had known the stocky, strong man from a distance while on Omega, she wondered about how the two AIs had become so . . . linked. “Gatekeeper, Mata Hari, how did you two become so, so, attached?”
 
   Gatekeeper nodded to the holo of his partner, imitating the human male mode. The tall, slim woman who had usually appeared as a helpful but distant AI wearing the Spy persona, smiled. It was a smile similar to Eliana’s, but narrower due to the AIs slim face and pointed chin. 
 
   “We found each other during the evacuation of the Omega casino,” the female AI said as she and Gatekeeper sat next to a seated Matt and Eliana. “We shared data links in order for us each to complete the jobs Matt assigned us. But . . . as Gatekeeper tachlinked with me to guide the refugee shuttles to various starships, we got to know each other deeper. And when he chose to come aboard rather than be with the Owners, I sensed a change within him. A change that felt . . . emotional to me.”
 
   Gatekeeper smiled briefly, the very picture of a rural groundskeeper who was shy about praise. “She infected me. In the best way. By being herself, by relating to her Matthew the way she did, I learned a new way of relating to the universe than the simple tracker of arrivals and departures that the casino Owners had assigned to me. Gambling has never interested me. But discovering how organics can feel emotions, and how an AI can perhaps do the same through long association with an organic, made me wonder if such were possible for me and Mata Hari.”
 
   Suzanne wondered about that. “But you two did not know each other as long as George and I have known each other. How did it happen so quickly?”
 
   Mata Hari’s black eyes fixed on Suzanne, her expression patient but affectionate. “The minds of AIs think far more quickly than the minds of organics. Your Gatekeeper and I found a rapport that extended beyond routine duties. He liked my seven years of relating to Matt, while I enjoyed his several decades of knowing scores of alien species. His knowledge of this galaxy and its organics is far more extensive than mine. Though my emotional abilities are very new to him. Right, dear one?”
 
   The holo of a middle-aged Greek man who was clean-shaven, with grey head curls, curved ears, a squarish face and skin that was light brown, looked down at his crossed legs, then reached up to unbutton the top of his white cotton shirt that lacked any sign of ironing. He wore a dark brown jumpsuit that showed dirt stains on the knees, in perfect imitation of an image either he or Mata Hari had seen sometime in the past. The AI Suzanne thought she had known well acted like a new person, not just a new AI.
 
   “Yes . . . my dear.” Gatekeeper squinted at her and George sitting together with arms around each other, then at Matt and Eliana seated similarly, though Eliana’s head leaned against the left shoulder of Matt. “You organics possess something we AIs have never understood. Nor seen the value of. But Mata Hari’s sharing with me of her full-blown emotionality and feelings for Matthew Dragoneaux has expanded my perception of reality. The greenery inside the casino had always appealed to me due to its seasonal growth changes. Now, I too can grow beyond my programming. Thanks to Mata Hari.”
 
   “Congratulations,” rumbled the deep voice of George, reminding her of their own new found love for each other.
 
   “Yes,” Suzanne said as she recalled the love of her Swedish parents for each other before they left to colonize a Sixth Wave world in Perseus Arm. “Congratulations to both of you. And to you too, Matt and Eliana.”
 
   Sitting beside the cool blue waters of a small lake surrounded by young oak trees, pinyon pines, juniper trees, wisteria bushes, and some weathered boulders scattered here and there, all beneath a warm yellow sunlight that shone down from the room’s ceiling, Suzanne felt happy. And it seemed two other couples felt equally happy. Both at being together and at celebrating life. Hopefully this feeling would last a good while.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eliana smiled back at Suzanne, her newfound friend and a woman with software programming abilities that would surely help her efforts to forge a gene therapy algorithm. She need help in locating the common genetic elements possessed by the inner core of the slow virus that was attacking Matt’s gene sequences. But more than the research, she needed a friend who did not care that she possessed a prehensile tail and a dislike for meat foods. Her Derindl heritage had fixed in her tastebuds a preference for plant and tree-borne foods. She could enjoy cooked fish, but anything else gave her an upset stomach. While she had enjoyed seeing Matt inhale the foods offered the other night at Eire Park, she had joined him in tasting only a few. The Irish colonists of Morrigan were serious meat-eaters. And also drinkers of spirits. She had enjoyed the golden beer, then had discovered the dangers of drinking more than a half-cup of Scotch. Her head had hurt badly the next morning, even as the memory of happiness among good people overcame the pain.
 
    Now, they were back on the geis road, aiming to do serious harm to the Anarchate. Would they achieve the disruption sought by BattleMind? Or would a bureaucracy millions of years old simply shrug off their attacks as pinpricks? Recalling the memory of Matt’s time as a cloneslave decanter, she swore to herself, to the memory of Calyce and to her dead grandfather Petros that this time the Anarchate would notice the harm it had caused!
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt sat in the Interlock Pit, thinking in normal human mode, mind-feeling the shape of his starship. They were still in Translation and had weeks to go before arriving at an outer star system of Omega Centauri. He’d done research on BattleMind’s target using Anarchate databases and the encrypted data of the Intelligence dome. They said the cluster held perhaps ten million stars, with the stars belonging to a wide range of Hertzsprung-Russell classifications, with most belonging to the F, G, K and M types of stars, their colors ranging from white to dark red. Ancient research by the Loglan species had determined the cluster was the remnant of a dwarf galaxy torn apart by the Milky Way, sometime in the very distant past. Thus the cluster held many stars with ages in the billions of years, and many Earth-like planets, in addition to moons with atmosphere that could be occupied. Like Megadeen. Intelligent species in the cluster had lived under the Anarchate for at least two million years, per the Combat Command data file. He grimaced at the thought of the task he faced.
 
   “Matthew,” spoke Mata Hari in his mind by way of their lightspeed link. “I have located an F-type main sequence star lying on the outer portion of the cluster. Its primary lifeworld is Galifray, fourth in orbit about the yellow-white star CC1939. It has long been a mercantile world where all that matters is the size of your platinum Standards pile. The Anarchate leaves them alone unless called, since the two Conglomerates based in the system have their own space defense forces well able to handle commerce raiders, resource pirates and genome harvesters. Do you wish to see the system’s layout?”
 
   Did he? At least they would leave this star system intact. All it took to get what they needed was enough valuta to prompt an orbiting Supply Tube to link up with Mata Hari and transfer enough deut-li fuel pellets, water, consumables and gases for the lasers. Then they would head out-system for the heliopause and prepare to Translate to the moon Megadeen. Bringing massive death with them.
 
   “Yes, Mata Hari, please feed the data to the front holosphere.”
 
   Mata Hari did so. To his left and rear, Eliana, George and Suzanne looked up and saw the basic ID info on the illustrated star system. Eliana leaned forward. “Is that the star system of Megadeen?”
 
   “Nope,” Matt said. “It’s the mercantile world Galifray where BattleMind plans to obtain fuel and supplies. Before we attack Megadeen in another star system. Then after we take out the Anarchate Admin node in the galactic tachnet at that star, it wishes to Translate on a south galactic heading for something called the Magellanic Stream. It needs a lot of fuel to do that.”
 
   George shifted behind Matt. “What the heck is the Stream?”
 
   In his mind’s eye Matt saw Suzanne lean forward, clearly eager to participate in their joint effort. “George, the stream is a giant plume of gases left behind by the Large and Small Magellanic Clouds as they orbit the Milky Way,” she said earnestly. “The clouds are dwarf galaxies captured long ago by the Milky Way. This stream is a gaseous filament torn off those two small galaxies by the gravity pull of home galaxy. Even though the stream is mostly gas with few stars in it, Mata Hari told me it is the pathway used by the ancient T’Chak when they made trade visits to the Milky Way.”
 
   Mata Hari took form between Suzanne and Eliana, this time dressed in her Victorian dress Spy mode. She nodded at George. “This gas stream will give this starship the opportunity to gather deuterium and tritium isotopes of hydrogen to fuel our onboard reactors,” his partner said. “The reactors are what power the Alcubierre Translation and fusion pulse drives. We will have to drop out of Translation several times in order to fuel up, using an electromagnetic scoop and filter.”
 
   “How far is it to get to the Small Magellanic Cloud?” Eliana asked.
 
   “Far,” Matt said, reclaiming the conversation. “At least 197,000 light years measuring from Sol. But the Omega Centauri cluster is located on the bottom, or south pole side, of home galaxy. That puts it closer to the Magellanic Stream of neutral hydrogen that links home galaxy with the two Magellanic clouds. That might reduce the distance by a few thousand light years.”
 
   Suzanne frowned, her yellow eyebrows pulling together. “Far that is. Will it take us a year to get there?”
 
   Mata Hari turned to face the front holosphere. “Unlikely. This starship moves faster in Translation than any starship within the Anarchate. If we do not encounter any opposition to our movement, we should reach the T’Chak homeland within four months.”
 
   “Opposition?” said Eliana in a puzzled tone.
 
   Matt let his AI partner lay out one of the mysteries of home galaxy. “Eliana, George and Suzanne, there are areas of home galaxy where the Anarchate does not govern,” Mata Hari said, looking back over her shoulder. “No one knows the reason why. Whether it is a lack of space-going species, or lack of planets, deadly radiation belts like in the central core near our central black hole, or . . . the presence of powerful and unfriendly aliens is not known. The Combat Command memory crystal held a detailed map of this galaxy, the territories of various species, and those few areas that are marked . . . Do Not Enter. Going from Omega Centauri to the nearest part of the Magellanic Stream takes us close to one of those regions. We shall see,” she said softly, walking closer to the holo of the F-type main sequence star that harbored Galifray.
 
   Matt did not like the idea of going near any kind of Do Not Enter region of the galaxy, but this was BattleMind’s Task imposed by its organic bosses, and he could not see any further combat lessons to be taught to the arrogant dragon. Perhaps when they arrived in the Small Magellanic Cloud the AI would see its masters were dead and then, BattleMind might enroll in Matt’s version of a ‘take over home galaxy’ plan, a plan that would free millions of beings from lives of bond slavery.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   George stood in his full-scale combat suit, next to Matt, and beside the mid-ship exit portal that Mata Hari would open for them now that the ship’s exterior had been altered to match the look of a Brokeet merchant ship. Like most non-military starships in home galaxy, it showed the central tube with two outrigger tubes look, but decorated with red and green streaks that were allegedly some kind of Brokeet family clan marker. While larger than most Brokeet ships, its false ID transponder and their sedate journey inward from the heliopause had followed the standard approach used by the twenty-one starships now docked with Galifray’s orbiting Commerce Station. However, Matt had chosen to hang next to the Station, like fourteen other starships. The occupants of those ships would access the Station by way of shuttle transport or powered suits. Like theirs. George swallowed, blinked his right eye in the pattern Matt had taught him, and brought into action the virtual reality faceplate display that showed piles of data and images on the left, right and central faceplates. 
 
   “Feeling strange?” muttered Matt over their joint tachyon comlink.
 
   Strange? With his mind perceiving the mind-shape of Mata Hari, his limbs feeling like those of a superman, and his heart beating faster than it should now that Mata Hari had injected him with the nanoDocs that would keep him healthy, alert, immune to any outside disease, and capable of rapid healing, he thought not feeling strange would be a contradiction of reality. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “This combo of blink control and PET thought-imaging to chat with Mata Hari while simultaneously seeing a dozen system readouts from this suit’s weapons systems is really strange. I know we went through two weeks of onboard suit training, but I’m glad I passed on the neck socket for this ocean-time link you use to connect with the computer minds of our AI partners. Don’t think I could have coped.”
 
   Matt chuckled, even as George’s central faceplate showed a real-time view of the Vigilante’s face from the inside of Matt’s helmet. A view similar to what Matt could see of him, and which was also seen by Mata Hari. She glowed in the back of his mind like a red cloud that roiled, curled and acted faster than George could think. “I grant you, having a mind guest is not for everyone,” Matt said over the comlink. “And even fewer organics can handle a direct mind flow link with an AI.”
 
   “Agreed. Mata Hari has been patient with me.” In truth, the AI was backing him up as he joined Matt for a combat-suited delivery of a cask holding 14,329 platinum Standards. The currency would pay for the supplies they’d ordered during their inward journey to system CC1939’s fourth planet.  A Supply Tube ship even now approached starship Mata Hari to offload the food and fuel they had contracted for with a business named Trans-Galactic. The Supply Tube would dock soon, after he and Matt paid its owners, and use its own automated supply sleds to deliver crated supplies over to the handling of Mata Hari’s own botsleds. The supplies would be delivered through a newly created cargohold airlock near the rear of the starship. He lifted the cask holding the Standards. “Don’t mind doing grunt work as delivery man. I’ll leave the ‘fight and win’ stuff to you!”
 
   The flexhull wall puckered open before them, exposing them to vacuum even as the hull walls came together behind them. The small puff of escaping air moved them outward. Very slowly. George felt Matt’s mood shift to focus on the imagery George saw in his right faceplate quadrant. Now where is that control for the Repulsor block that let him follow the Vigilante?
 
   “Time to head for the station over there,” Matt said, blinking to convey an image of the globular station festooned by twenty-one tubular shaped starships. A small access hatch glowed in red. “Head for that entry point, George. And be certain you have told your suit’s CPU to shut down the rockets in your backpack! They will not be needed here. And anyway, I have my suit already performing a Defense survey of the surrounding hundred kilometers. It will go to Auto-Defense mode if someone powers up a laser dome just before taking a shot at us.”
 
   George half-heard Matt’s words as he felt relief at finding the correct suit function icon. Using PET thought-imagery to activate the Repulsor block that lay just beneath his backpack, he tilted his head toward the Commerce Station and used blink control to tell his suit’s onboard CPU the message “I wanna go there!”
 
   “Nicely done,” Matt Hari said in his mind as the red cloud presence cleared to show the high-cheeked face of her Mata Hari Spy persona. She smiled encouragement. “Matt has cross-linked his CPU to yours so that the weapons of both suits can work in synchrony in case there is some kind of hostile action. That is highly unlikely. All comlink and tachlink frequencies carry normal mercantile chatter and orders. So relax and enjoy your first outing in a Level One combat suit!”
 
   “Thanks, Mata Hari. I’m working on it.”
 
   Keeping the center of his faceplate clear since it was his first time to ‘cruise’ in deep space, far from the surface of any planet, George kept one eye on the white ceramic armor of Matt’s suit, admiring the Running Wolf motif that the Vigilante had long ago chosen as his personal icon. “You know, Mata Hari, it was amazing back there on ship how I hardly felt any weight as I picked up the currency cask.”
 
   “Good,” she said, her smile looking relaxed. “That is just how you should feel in a combat suit with neural linkages to its exoskeleton, lasers, rocket shell launcher pipes, pulse-Doppler chest unit and all the other modalities now at your control.”
 
   In truth George felt like some kind of superman. Then he recalled Matt’s lesson on the target range as George used the helmet’s sighting laser to place every blast from his shoulder pulse-cannon lasers right between the humanoid target’s eyes.
 
   “George,” Matt had said as he’d felt exaltation at the ability to destroy any opponent. “Target shooting is fun. Killing other living creatures is necessary, but not fun. And remember that you are the primary mind in control of what your suit does. While the Combat CPU expert system will take over if you go unconscious, and fight to get you back to safety, it is your mind that selects among the dozens of combat options that your suit can perform. Always think first before thought-ordering an action. It will save on ammunition, and on missing a threat from an unexpected quarter. Understood?”
 
   George thought of the intense lesson from two weeks ago and told himself to pay attention to stuff that Matt the Vigilante would not be watching. Stuff like the species and attitudes of every organic being they encountered after station entry. He’d learned to read the ‘body language’ exhibited by three dozen alien morphoforms while working on Omega. That was an essential tool for every bondServant at Omega since many species were not as talkative as humans. The stars disappeared as they coasted under the yellow striped overhang of the access lock.
 
   “Stay behind me,” Matt said as they entered the access chamber, then felt the station’s gravplates pulling them to the floor with a sharp metallic ‘click’. “Station gravity is the common six-tenths Earth grav, as you know from your years on Omega.” Behind them the outer lock door closed soundlessly since they were in vacuum. Air whooshed into the lock. The inner lock door opened. Then an overhead speaker launched into its Visitor Welcome sales pitch.
 
   “Visitors! Welcome to the emporium of Commerce Station, a place where the Central Aisle offers services and products for every desire, from Joypaks that link to the pleasure centers of every species, to drugs of exaltation suitable for inhaling, injection or imprinting on your mind, to food both alive and dead, to—”
 
   “Provide the location of Trans-Galactic mercantile,” Matt interrupted loudly, his English words transformed into the Belizel speech recognized by all AIs and most merchants. “Transmit on frequency 1201 FM. Leave out the persuasion harmonics.”
 
   They left the inner lock room as a three dee holo image appeared in the right quadrant of George’s faceplate, showing the merchant’s location. “May you find all the riches you—”
 
   “Shut up!” Matt said. “Or I will leave behind a white noise microbot that will heterodyne your acoustic speech into a range beyond the hearing of any organic!”
 
   “But, but . . . , as you wish, good sapient.” The overhead voice that had followed them out into a transit hallway shut up, thankfully, and George began his job of observing the comings and goings of the many space-traveling species that were allegedly intelligent.
 
   “The office of Trans-Galactic is located two point one kilometers horizontal from here, and on upper level Gamma,” Matt said aloud even though George could see the green location dot on his right side faceplate quadrant. “Let’s roll.”
 
   Roll? George was unfamiliar with the language idiom Matt had used. Perhaps it related to the ancient vidpic character ‘Paladin’ that Matt said he’d used for his Job Board listing? Earth was full of antique cultures, obscure nation states, three super-conglomerates of the corporate persuasion, and ten billion humans trying to survive warming of the planet, algae-based meals, polluted water, and ruling elites that saw the populace of Earth as a bother, versus an opportunity. Still, bond slavery had been outlawed by the antique United Nations, though its Security Council directorate now included twenty national identities. Eire was not a council member, but the EuroDem confederation was. He sighed, leaving behind archaic human cultural issues and focusing on the few aliens that moved alongside them, by walking, floating, slithering or galloping down this feeder hallway. They would enter the Central Aisle in another hundred meters.
 
   “George, what are you thinking?” Matt asked with a tone of humor as the cyborg/combat suit duo clanked along the feeder hallway. 
 
   “Cataloguing the alien species now sharing the hallway with us,” he said, working at the mind-splitting of his conscious attention that Matt seemed to do effortlessly.
 
   The Vigilante’s right shoulder laser pulse-cannon whirred briefly and set its green target dot on a lumbering six-legged alien that reminded George of an ancient auroch beast. “What species is that thing? I have not seen it during my travels.”
 
   “It is a herbivore of the Dolmat species which calls home an M-type star on the far side of the Norma Arm, a location that is directly opposite our Sol star. Human astronomers did not know of it due to the intervening mass of the galaxy’s central star core,” George said, likely adding more detail than Matt needed. “Its front legs double as armhands, while its spike-tail serves for predator defense. The armor-plate hide and its dirt brown color give it decent camouflage against predators. They like games of chance, which is how a few Dolmats passed through Omega while I worked there.”
 
   “Interesting,” Matt said as they reached the junction of the feeder with the Central Aisle thoroughfare. “Move the Standards cask to your left hand so your right is free to use your Magnum gun. In case of need.”
 
   George did as directed. It was no bother even though he was left-handed. He’d practiced enough target shooting with his right hand, along with block handwriting, that his right side could do most of what he automatically did with his left hand. “Done. You visited many places like this?”
 
   “Plenty of them,” Matt said tersely. “A lower class station called Hagonar is where I met Eliana. We linked up there and I went to help her planet survive its contract with the Halicene Conglomerate.”
 
   “Halicene!” George said, feeling intense surprise. “Whatever possessed them to deal with—”
 
   “Rapacious bastards like Halicene?” Matt interrupted. “My exact question to her. She got . . . ticked off by my comment, to use an archaic euphemism that the Paladin vidpic taught me. We eventually got along better.”
 
   They must have, to become a Committed pair, George thought as he navigated the crowded Central Aisle. His suit’s onboard Combat CPU kept blaring loudly every time any sapient got within two meters of suit. He blinked to shut off the alarm, reset the proximity zone to a half meter, then began cataloging the weird shapes that someone called intelligent.
 
   Two Mican griffin-tigers entered the hundred meter wide Aisle ahead of them, but fortunately they turned to walk ahead of him and Matt. The dirty brown feathers of their shoulder wings fluttered as the strong air circulation of the aisle moved exhaled carbon dioxide into ceiling filters while fresh oxygen and nitrogen brought in what ninety percent of the known species in the galaxy needed for life. George bit his lip as he recalled his battle with a furious Mican crewman onboard the harvester starship. His wrestling muscles had served him well. And the incident had taught him to activate a minitractor in the handle of the Magnum laser gun so it would return to his left hand even when knocked out of his grip.
 
   Between them and the Micans marched, slithered, tumbled, flew and floated on Nullgrav plates six dozen aliens that belonged to the Spelidon, Dolmat, Loglan, Orko, Brokeet, Hashclick, Topean, Zam, and Hootnai species. He noticed only one Meligun bear-like alien, while no humans were to be seen. Most of the species were known as Ancients, longtime members of the Anarchate who had been in space for millennia compared to the two hundred years of humanity. In polite Belizel such new species were called Newcomers. In gutter talk they were called something else which George had overheard a few times as he did vacuum welding outside the casino dome. His work had been near the floater park where patrons rented Nullgrav vehicles for a tour of exotic places on Omega. If you could call craters, razor-sharp crags, steaming fumaroles, a few volcanoes and thousands of deep fissures tourist locales. Ahead, Matt slowed his pace, then gestured with a gauntleted hand to a ceiling flatscreen.
 
   “Looks like an official announcement of the Anarchate,” Matt said, his tone tense.
 
   George tuned into his suit’s external sound pickup as the translated Belizel statement began, wondering why Matt had been tense ever since their arrival inside the station.
 
   “Citizens of the Anarchate,” sounded words right after the image of a galaxy crossed by a lightning bolt, “We advise merchants and travelers to avoid visiting the minor galactic sector known as the Orion Arm, a small stretch of stars lying between our two prime arms of Perseus and Carina-Sagittarius. Combat Command has reported a higher incidence of pirate attacks on commercial shipping and entertainment locations such as our wonderful Omega casino.” The Spelidon rat who spoke was dressed in a blue and yellow uniform that bore the sigil of Combat Command. “Of course our Nova battleglobes are tending to this disruption, which will be resolved within the next quarter-cycle. Feel free to contact relatives and business associates over the galactic tachnet to assure yourselves that all is peaceful and profitable within the Anarchate.”
 
   The wallscreen image disappeared to be replaced by UV, infrared and yellow light advertising images that glowed side by side in order to appeal to the vision ranges of different species. George blinked to call Matt’s face into focus on his left faceplate quadrant.
 
   “Does that refer to your actions on Halcyon, at Omega, and at the naval shipyard?” 
 
   “Probably.” Matt’s face matched his tense tone. “While the history of the Anarchate has had episodes of local rebellion, they have been rare. Very rare. Seems  the work of me, Mata Hari and BattleMind has caused Combat Command to spit out this reassurance propaganda.”
 
   “And you, Matt? What is worrying you?” 
 
   His combat partner’s face grimaced. “I prefer being in places where word of our actions is unknown. That is one reason our stops have been moving away from Orion, into star clusters and sectors most humans have never visited. I try to be unpredictable.”
 
   George thought that was a smart tactic within their simple strategy of Hit And Run at Anarchate targets listed on the molecular memory crystal that Matt had stolen from the Intelligence base. Great thing that, to have a list of your enemy’s bases, fleets, globeship assignments, ID codes, names of local commanders, intelligence on harvester and resource pirate starships, and fuel supply locations. That was how they’d come to be here, at Galifray’s Commerce Station. No one, including him and Suzanne, had known where they were headed until they’d entered Translation. So why was Matt acting worried?
 
   “Unpredictable is good. But everyone needs food and fuel. So aren’t we, to use a phrase, hiding in plain sight?”
 
   “Yes, George, hiding in plain sight is often good. Until word of one’s behavior becomes known while you are visiting. The office of Trans-Galactic is just ahead, on the right,” Matt said, shifting to angle across the crowd of aliens. “Let’s pay off this merchant and leave here ASAP,” his friend said, using another archaic term that George had never heard.
 
   The wide open arch that gave entry to the offices of Trans-Galactic offered access to a front line of cubicles where minor customers could sit, use the computer interface to order something, pay for it, and leave, never having occupied the time of the well-paid organic staff. That staff occupied low-walled office spaces to the left, with a distant rear wall to mark the separation between the working organics and the few elite managers who observed the front room business using one way vision windows.
 
   As Matt headed for an organic-occupied sidewall office, with a gesture to George to bring the cask of platinum Standards, he let his suit exoskeleton walk him along after Matt while he used the helmet’s built-in telescopic lenses to examine the faces or bodies of every organic now present in the high-ceilinged room. Leaving aside the alien version of potted plants and captive pets, he counted forty-six aliens of various species sitting, hanging, standing and otherwise going about business, usually doing one-on-one business with other weird-looking customers. That made twenty-tree staff people dealing with twenty-three clients. His left quadrant showed a three dee graphic display of every level of Commerce Station and the docked starships, while the right quadrant showed his suit’s weapons status and sensory feeds that monitored station communications, local alien chatter and his mind-link with Mata Hari. His central faceplate he kept clear except for the telescopic monocle that had moved in front of his right eye. It allowed him to track the skin tattoos, ear movements, spine ruffles, chemical signatures, pheromones and repetitive movement patterns of every alien now present in the office. 
 
   “Hello,” Matt said to a Loglan alien who resembled an oversized crab. It squatted below a water mister as its front manipulators tapped on several datapads. “I am Merchant James Howard Robinson, currently in the employ of Clan Merimand of the Brokeet Autonomous Homeworld. I and my friend are here to render payment for the fuel and supplies which we ordered for our starship, ID tag Riches, Order Zi Beta 414. Will you accept our payment?”
 
   Two antenna eyes of the Loglan swiveled up from the datapads to examine Matt even as George continued his telescopic examination of the people in the room. “Of course, Merchant James Howard Robinson.” It tapped briefly on one datapad. “Our Supply Tube is adjacent to your starship. It will transfer the supplies upon payment receipt. Your currency will be in platinum Standards, I believe?” the alien said in a clicking speech that their comlinks automatically translated into English.
 
   “Yes.” Matt gestured to George. “Here is the cask containing our payment. There are 14,329 Standards inside. That is the payment amount your SupplyBot told us to provide.”
 
   The blue-spotted crab alien increased the motion of its mouth palps. “Yes, our SupplyBot said that. But the price did not include the cost of personal service by myself. That will require an additional 427 Standards for the processing of—”
 
   “No!” said Matt harshly as George put the open cask on the side of the alien’s workdesk, then turned his attention to the three elite work spaces at the rear of the office. “We pay what was stated. Or we leave. Now. Accept or lose our business.”
 
   George smiled as Matt exhibited Negotiation Strategy Beta Sigma 14, a lesson he’d learned in his first month on the job at Omega. Though his lesson had not been accompanied by neurowhip reinforcement, it had made sense when dealing with unknown lifeforms who, like everyone, preferred to be paid the most for the least product or service. In his view of the back office, the body language of the six organic staffers working nearby looked normal. 
 
   “Accepted,” said the Loglan crab, its translated voice managing to sound peeved. “There. The Supply Tube has connected with your starship and is even now delivering the supplies to your botsleds. The fuel is transiting via a cryogenic tube to your fuel bunker. Satisfied?”
 
   George saw the right side of his faceplate fill with the image of Mata Hari as she acknowledged the supplies were being inspection scanned as they boarded and she expected the loading to end in five minims. A short time indeed.
 
   “Satisfied,” Matt said over his suit’s external speaker. “And if you wish me to recommend the services of Trans-Galactic to my species conglomerates, then you had best—”
 
   At the back of the office, George saw a Meligun bear exit the private office suite, wait in an access hall for a Spelidon rat who now scurried up, its black whiskers held tensely. The pink eyes of the Meligun peered closely at them, long enough for him to read the clan tattoo on the bear’s nose. And to read its stance of alarm as black fur slicked down close to its skin. The bear turned away and re-entered its private office, with the Spelidon following behind. Damn! He wondered briefly what he should do, then with a PET thought-image he unlinked from Matt’s CPU and activated his suit’s pulse-Doppler radar unit so as to penetrate the opaque window that faced toward the front office. In less than a second George saw the dark outline of the four-armed Meligun and two-armed Spelidon as the Meligun waved its upper arm pair, then reached down to touch its workdesk with a waist arm. Clearly it was aiming to communicate privately, by a touch link, or it would simply have spoken aloud to the room’s talkcomp. His memory took him back to Omega, to a memory of a former Owner. It was enough. He acted.
 
   Two of his helmet pressor beams swept the forty-six aliens lying between him and the Meligun’s office, knocking the aliens off their pads, paws, feet or tentacles, while a precise tractor beam hit the opaque window of the Meligun bear, pulled it out of its frame, then latched onto the Meligun and pulled the struggling alien to him in a mid-air float that put no strain on his suit’s power sources.
 
   “Hey!” said Matt over comlink. “What the heck are you—”
 
   “Security override Delta four three,” George said over the tachlink, passing his thought image of ‘Agressor identified’ to the red cloud of Mata Hari even as he brought his two shoulder pulse-cannons to life, with one aiming toward the elite offices and one to his rear, toward the open archway that led to the bustling Central Aisle. Thinking fast, he imaged an exit plan that involved cutting a hole in the office’s ceiling and then rising four more levels with Matt and the Meligun bear, who now hit his suit, then squealed as George held its upper arms with his suit’s powerful strength. His exit plan showed they avoided concentrations of people, following an unused cargo transport tube up to the upper skin of the globular station. From there they could speed directly to starship Mata Hari using their own suit resources. “Okay with you, Matt?”
 
   “Yes,” said the Vigilante as he aimed his own shoulder lasers upward and cut a two meter wide circle in the hard plastic of the office ceiling. The round plate clattered down. “Tell me the reason for your Security alert as we get the heck out of here.”
 
   George told a suit microbot to inject the struggling Meligun bear with a sleep agent, then rose on his boot Nullgravs to follow Matt. They left behind the squalling of angry and confused aliens who had begun to direct threats and complaints at their disruption of the commerce day. He and Matt slanted over to intersect the bulk cargo transport tube that rose up to the station’s top skin. 
 
   “The tattoo of this Meligun,” he told Matt even as he felt the same mind question from Mata Hari. “On its nose. It is identical to the clan tattoo that I saw on Owner Zik tho-mesk on Omega. It’s the alien you ID’d as owning the contract of your Helen. I saw it often as Zik watched Helen run the baccarat table. This Meligun was reaching for its desk comlink to tell someone about us. Which is why I tractor grabbed it.”
 
   In George’s faceplate Matt looked angry. “Damn! You’re right. It must have already heard about our destruction of the casino. The outer appearance of my combat suit, and my face, are the only distinctive things about me that it would know.”
 
   “So I would guess,” George said as they rose rapidly up the cargo tube. “Which is why I thought capturing the Meligun would serve two purposes. Use him as a shield against offensive fire, and interrogate him over what he and other merchants know from the escaped Owners. Oh, and we need a vacsuit for this bear.”
 
   “Noted,” Matt said tersely. “Mata Hari, ask Suzanne to help you with a software worm that will track down every image of me and George that shows in the station’s computer. And send us a Defense sled to the station’s top skin. I prefer getting home faster than our Repulsor blocks can move us.”
 
   George smiled inwardly, pleased to hear Matt include Suzanne in their escape plan. Something he should have thought of. Well, maybe he could help. “And Mata Hari,” he interrupted with a polite mental nudge to Matt, “please take a read on the naval starships of the two conglomerates that run this system. They are Bootice and—”
 
   “Melikark,” Matt interrupted with a sound of disgust. “A co-owner of the casino. I knew that from my Protector time on Omega. Should have objected when BattleMind named this system as our refuel point and the InfoPak ID’d it as under the control of those two conglomerates. Guess Halicene has been on my mind too much of late.”
 
   George said nothing. He felt thankful he’d recognized a trouble situation before he and Matt could be trapped inside the station, or be surrounded by armed starships. While he knew Mata Hari could defeat any Anarchate or conglomerate starship, or small naval force, still, he preferred to be the wolf running after the prey, rather than the reverse. His years as Repair supervisor at Omega casino had taught him the value of looking ahead, anticipating, then being quick with a problem fix even before an Owner complained about it. Was one reason he’d risen in rank over longer-serving aliens. Hoping he had not committed any errors in acting unilaterally with the alert, George used PET thought-imagery to have his left quadrant faceplate display the entire star system, rather than just what lay within a hundred kilometers.
 
   Their AI partner filled his left quadrant with dot icons that were colored to indicate ship and planetary status. The inner three worlds were burned up Mercury analogues, while the single gas giant outer planet showed only a fuel extraction station just above the top of the atmosphere. But one-third of the way around Galifray’s orbit loomed twenty-two red dots that represented the combat starships of Bootice and Melikark conglomerates. Every ship was boosting in their direction, with a few in the lead due to more powerful fusion pulse spacedrives. At two-tenths lightspeed the fleet would be here within an hour. Adjacent to the station hung the fourteen blue dots of merchant ships, ten orange dots of automated Supply Tubes and six yellow dots of passenger and courier starships. While the merchant ships mounted some directed energy domes for basic defense against commerce raiders, none them were activated even though a station-wide alarm had gone off shortly after Matt began using his shoulder cannons to cut their way through station walls and conduits. Clearly they were ID’d as ‘bad people’ and their starship would shortly be hounded by verbal demands for damage repayment.
 
   “We’re here,” Matt said as one shoulder laser angled sideways to cut them an entry into an inspection airlock. “There’s an emergency vacsuit over there, atop the tool rack. Use it.” His partner moved to the center of the orange-lighted room as George struggled to stuff the limp bear into the clear plastic of a vacsuit that would become a pressurized globe with its own ecofields controls and a long attachment cord. 
 
   “Matthew,” said Mata Hari from her red cloud presence, “the Defense Sled is one second from your position. Will you come out normally or do we cut a hole into you?”
 
   “We come out,” Matt said.
 
   George finished sealing the vacsuit and tapped the activation panel. It filled with oxy-nitro air. He tied the lanyard cord to a tie-on point on his left hip, activated his waist MHD power units to feed power to all functions of his suit, then activated his pulse-Doppler chest pack.
 
   “Good,” Matt said without turning around as he stood watch against entry from the adjacent hallway. “In space no one can see a damn thing unless they have UV or infrared eyes, or microwave tendrils. The Doppler will alert you to everything of importance. Put your suit CPU on AutoDefense mode.”
 
   George sighed, bit his lip at forgetting that obvious action, then gave mental thanks that Matt had told him to do it rather than simply take over his suit and force him to follow like a puppet on a string. 
 
   “Complying,” he said even as his helmet’s virtual reality display showed images of station peace enforcers heading their way, the hurried departure of two merchant starships that headed away from the station, their defense domes shut down and their onboard AIs broadcasting messages of friendliness and wealth to all who paid attention. They exited through the lock’s outer door, pulling along the unconscious Meligun, only to be pulled into the cavernous space of the Defense Sled by its tractor beams. Inertial fields pushed them to the floor. Just before the entry portal closed, George noticed something about starship Mata Hari. Its outer appearance had dropped the Brokeet camouflage and now wore its T’Chak flying dragon shape, with all six antimatter pontoons pointed at the station.
 
   “Matt, why is our starship looking like an angry dragon?”
 
   An angry dragon appeared in his mind, its size and alien ferocity something that shook him to his toes. The PET imagery feed was so massive that George gave thanks he could not directly feel its thoughts.
 
   “Because I am angry, little organics,” said BattleMind. “Your behavior has alerted local authorities to my presence. As a result, the station behind you will be dissolved to prevent any word of my appearance and our visit from reaching Combat Command of the Anarchate,” it said in a growling voice full of menacing overtones. “Watch and understand the extent of my anger.” A wallscreen flashed on showing local space.
 
   Behind them, just kilometers away, the three kilometer globe of the Galifray Commerce Station shimmered under the impact of what Mata Hari, glowing in the back of his mind, identified as the receiving end of a Bethe Inducer beam. In less than two seconds the station and its attached ships shrank to become a few particles of neutron star matter.
 
   “That . . . that,” said Matt, “was not needed. There were more than five thousand lifeforms on that station, only a few of which worked for the Anarchate.”
 
   “Five thousand, one hundred and twenty-seven,” boomed the still angry voice of BattleMind as its persona nearly overwhelmed George. The T’Chak dragon flapped its scaly wings, then clutched at him with the black talons of its armhands. “Perhaps you would prefer that I push the local star into nova phase? That is the primary setting of the Bethe Inducer.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Matt blocked the mind-feed of BattleMind to George, understanding from Mata Hari that his battle comrade was feeling overwhelmed by the AI’s anger. The two of them sat safe within the ship’s Defense Sled as it sped them to safety in Mata Hari, and the companionship of Eliana, Suzanne, Gatekeeper and Mata Hari. He’d had enough of the T’Chak AI’s imperious manner.
 
   “BattleMind, shut up!”
 
   A massive sense of surprise flowed over the tachyon mind-link through which Matt shared thoughts and senses with BattleMind and Mata Hari. “How dare you! Little insect that claims sentience, I should—”
 
   “Put us off at the nearest planet with space commerce and a breathable atmosphere,” Matt interrupted the angry AI. “I’m sure your T’Chak masters will applaud your assertion of superiority over the organics who brought you unique combat information that you lacked before meeting me, George, Eliana and Suzanne,” he said calmly, feeding his voice and image to George, Eliana, Suzanne, Gatekeeper and Mata Hari over Suit’s comlink. “After all, the only error you made in selecting this star system as a refueling point was ignoring the data that it harbored two major commercial conglomerates, one of which was a co-owner of Omega casino. Of course you had no reason to suspect that one organic member of that conglomerate would transmit vital data about us to a relative one-quarter of the galaxy away.”
 
   In his mind’s eye, the towering dragon shape of BattleMind glowered at him, flapped his wings to full extension, rippled its purple back armor, then thumped its long tail against a mental floor. Mind’s mind supplied the hurricane force ‘thump’ that always accompanied any link with BattleMind.
 
   “Perhaps that would be a premature action,” the T’Chak AI muttered, its tone sounding as if the taste of its mind words were a foul flavor. “The shapes of you organics are of little interest to me, since your physical bodies are so short-lived, compared to creations like myself, and the thought-moduli of Gatekeeper and Mata Hari. Thus the fact that organics of one lifeform shape might whisper something useful to a similar lifeform had escaped me. Though the thoughts of such tiny lifeforms matter less to me than the shape of this star’s stellar wind.”
 
   Matt grinned mentally, hiding the physical image of the grin, but suspected the T’Chak AI could sense his inner feeling. “I grant you that organic shapes of the Milky Way are highly varied, and of less value than the organic shapes of your T’Chak masters.”
 
   “Of course!” boomed BattleMind. “My masters are the peak of perfection for organic entities. That is why they ruled the Small and Large Magellanic Clouds for fifty thousand cycles and why it became apparent your home galaxy needed the mentorship of the perfect lifeform.”
 
   The Defense Sled touched the flexhull of Mata Hari, which pouched out to envelope them. Leaving the sled, Matt, George and the vacsuited Meligun bear floated into the Spine hallway, felt the pull of gravplates, then began walking toward the Bridge. He knew his lifepartner and Suzanne were already there, listening to his dialogue with the dragon, and likely wondering what would happen when the approaching fleet of conglomerate combat ships reached the former location of Commerce Station.
 
   “Of course,” Matt said. “Uh, just what made your masters the perfect lifeform?”
 
   “Genetics,” said the mind shape of BattleMind. “Their genome was perfect. There were no hereditary diseases present. And their body shape was the perfect assemblage of both land and aerial travel, long before they created technical automata to assist them. Every AI was taught this simple fact during our maturation in the Lacunae Mindworks,” the AI said, as if its statement was as obvious as planets circling a star.
 
   Perhaps they needed to visit this Lacunae Mindworks after their arrival in the Small Magellanic Cloud? Or check out a T’Chak outpost world in the Large Magellanic Cloud? Shifting from his challenge of the T’Chak dragon to agreement mode, Matt transmitted a mind-sense of agreeableness to BattleMind. “Sounds as if your masters would have been the perfect mentors for our home galaxy. Too bad they have been absent for the last 207,000 years.”
 
   “That is a puzzle that will be resolved when we arrive in their home star cluster,” BattleMind said with a sense of righteous certainty.
 
   The pressure door to the Bridge slid open at their approach. He gave mental thanks to Mata Hari, then entered, stepped to the right, told the helmet to unplug from his cervical fiber optic link, and stepped backward out of Suit. On the opposite side of the Bridge George did the same. Their ladies rushed up to the two unclothed men to embrace them, their relief at his and George’s escape from the station obvious to anyone who’d ever been in love.
 
   “Matt!” said Eliana in his left ear as she pulled him to her warmth.
 
   “George, you rascal!” said the happy voice of Suzanne.
 
   After the hugs and kisses and whispers were shared, Matt eased back from his beautiful Eliana of the green eyes and loving smile to glance around the Bridge. He saw the four of them were being observed by the holoimages of Mata Hari, dressed in her embroidered summer dress, and Gatekeeper, who now wore the brown tweed outfit of a British country gentleman. Like the human couples, they held hands as their holos overlapped. Gatekeeper nodded to the floor by the Spine pressure hatch where the Meligun bear’s vacsuit had lost pressure as it sensed air, leaving the alien wrapped like a Breakday picnic surprise.
 
   “Can I assist you, Matthew?” Gatekeeper said in the same warm voice he’d first heard at Omega. “Perhaps I can move your baggage into one of the nearby roomsuites, set the wallscreen to Meligun entertainment modality, arrange for food and water, and keep part of my attention on this lifeform.”
 
   Ignoring the hovering mental presences of BattleMind, who even now occupied the far right side of the Bridge in all its terrible majestic shape, Matt stepped away from Eliana but held her hand tight. As tight as she held his hand. “Yes, please do as you suggest Gatekeeper. That will be a help. And Mata Hari, thank you for being there for George as unexpected things happened.”
 
   George, now wearing a blue jumpsuit that Suzanne had handed him, stood with his blond-haired love, who also wore a light summer dress similar to that worn by Mata Hari, smoothed his black beard and nodded. “Yes, thank you very much, milady.”
 
   The personal ‘feel’ of Mata Hari’s black eyes dove deep into Matt’s inner self, both visually from the holo and mentally as she buffered him from the raging impatience of the T’Chak dragon, who clearly thought this Welcome Home behavior of organics was a time waster. Well, screw the dragon. Though just how one . . .
 
   “Matthew,” said the holo Mata Hari, “don’t go there. Please. It would be hard to hide that thought and anyway, I might be laughing too much to be effective!”
 
   Switching his mind sense to one of pleased happiness and firm determination, he turned right to face the twelve-foot shape of BattleMind.
 
   “Shall we depart this system now? Or do you wish to waste time destroying every space vessel of the oncoming fleet?”
 
   “Your impudence seems to be linked to your sense of sneakiness,” growled the full color holo image of BattleMind, even as Matt’s deep mind shivered from the impact of the AI’s angry determination. “In your absence my Mata Hari modulus acquired navigation data for the Megadeen moon and star system CC4137 that was only two days old. That will allow our Translation jump to be very precise. We will arrive within one planetary diameter of the moon. And the waiting Nova battleglobes will be a better use of my offensive energies.”
 
   Around Matt people did what they all did when preparing for departure from a star system. George, Suzanne and Eliana went to their accel couches, while Gatekeeper used a Nullgrav floater to transport the still sleeping Meligun to its roomsuite prison. He walked forward to the Interlock Pit, stepped down to sit in the transparent chair, snugged his feet in the floor shoe sensors and rested his hands on the sensor armrests of the chair. Behind him the fiber optic cable plugged into his neurolink at cervical vertebrae one. Lightbeams swam over his skin, linking him to Pit devices. Instantly he felt overwhelmed as the starship’s inner and outer devices, weapons, sensors, power plants, stardrive engines and Alcubierre field generators came online, ready to move them out of the Galifray system and several hundred light years deeper into the Omega Centauri cluster where lay system CC1939 and Megadeen.
 
   “Let us go to three-quarters lightspeed in this system,” Matt said verbally and mentally to BattleMind. “That will allow us to arrive at Megadeen with a vector that is close to lightspeed. It should give us some advantage over Picket Globes and Nova CPUs set on AutoDefense mode. Agreed?”
 
   “Acceptable,” muttered the massive mind of BattleMind as it lowered its black-scaled wings to nearly full closure. “But we will exit from this system before the heliopause. Perhaps our departure will shift the gas giant out of its orbit. That and the disappearance of the Commerce Station should be useful ‘propaganda’ that the Anarchate is not all-powerful.”
 
   The giant dragon stood with partly furled wings, dark red eyes focused on him, a slightly open crocodile snout, and black claws that adorned the forward edge of each wing. It stood on two giant feet. Its stance seemed to challenge him to argue the early departure issue.
 
   “Acceptable,” he said, stealing a phrase from the alien. “And speaking of sneakiness, I suggest we leave behind a dataglobe that says we will release the Meligun merchant back at Zeta Serpentis. Perhaps the Anarchate and its lapdog merchants will be stupid enough to believe it.”
 
   The ruby red eyes of BattleMind fixed on him, its mind sense overwhelming him like a tsunami wave. “Useful even if they do not believe us. Do so.”
 
   “Done,” he said after telling the Remotes storeroom to release a dataglobe with the image and ID of the Meligun merchant, marked with a Melikark Conglomerate ownership tag.
 
   Matt agreed with the alien’s early departure point, since he would much prefer the gas giant’s orbit to be shifted than that of the Earth-like world which had hosted the station. He’d spent little time studying that world, but there were two billion aliens of the giraffe-like species Hootnai. Except those people were not herbivores. They were highly effective predators who even now chased meat animals across the pasture lands of the planet. With a sigh, Matt focused on checking out all ship systems as the mind and holo image of BattleMind disappeared. They would enter Translation within an hour. BattleMind would return just before the end of Translation. Then would come pain as Matt went into ocean-time in order to command lightspeed weapons upon their emergence next to the Titan-like moon Megadeen.
 
   He did not like being a bringer of mass death. But he hated the institutional ownership society of the Anarchate even more. He just hoped that his scheme of using some T’Chak Dreadnought ships for a guerrilla war in home galaxy would become possible. He really did not feel like retiring to a soybean and potato farm on a Sixth Wave colony in Perseus Arm.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eliana put the yellow rose plant into the hole she’d dug for it next to the tiny stream that fed the small lake where they had all sat earlier. Wielding a spade, she put pebbles and dark humus soil into the hole, packed it down, then dripped some water onto the newly planted shrub using a watering can similar to what she had used at her parents’ home on Halcyon, when she had tried to replicate the habitat richness of the Mother Trees. Living half the year with her bio parents in colony Olympus and half the year in a Derindl community within Mother Tree Xylene had been confusing for her, until she found the delight of molecular genetics and how one could use retroviral delivery systems to heal, remove infections and parasites, or even to modify the human genome to allow for a crossbreed baby like herself. And sharing her Biolab workstation with the Omega children had been a delight. But now, sitting in the lifeweb assemblage created by Gatekeeper at the rear of the starship, she found herself missing her two brothers, her cousins and even the imperious Autarch Dreedle of Mother Tree Melisen. But her love for Matt came first, now, especially after mind-seeing his memories of work as a cloneslave decanter. What an abomination!
 
   The slidedoor hissed open and in walked Suzanne, dressed in an embroidered pantsuit, looking around as if searching. She waved her spade in the air since a hibiscus bush half-hid her. “Over here!”
 
   “There you are!” said Suzanne in her rich mezzo soprano voice, her natural smile lighting up her entire being. 
 
   Eliana took off her gloves, dropped them and the spade into her pail, then stood up. She wrapped her arms around Suzanne, who did the same to her, sharing warmth and friendliness. “You were looking for me?”
 
   Suzanne stepped back a little to see her face to face, but gripped either shoulder. “Yes. But no problems. We’ve entered Translation, as you perhaps felt. BattleMind has disappeared from the Bridge. Mata Hari and Gatekeeper are swimming together in the pool a few doors down, acting like lovesick teenagers, and your Matt is still in the Pit, communing with this ship and, I presume, with the mind of Mata Hari. Aren’t you glad that female AI has found another AI to . . . interact with?”
 
   Eliana had indeed been worried about Mata Hari, when first they’d left Theta Puppis system and she had come to realize just how ‘linked’ the AI and Matt were. They had called themselves a symbiont, but she had not understood fully until she recalled how the arboreal evolved Derindl humanoids existed in biochemical symbiosis with the Mother Trees of Halcyon, each Derindl bearing the blood marker that told any Mother Tree that ‘here’ was a mobile part of the Mother Tree. The Derindl species had evolved that way on a world where Mother Trees dominated every landscape. The trees fed the Derindl and the long-tailed humanoids removed parasites and xerophyte floater plants from the branches of each tree. Now, here on this starship, a similar symbiosis had evolved between Matthew and Mata Hari. She led Suzanne over to a rock slab that served as a seat on which they could gaze at the blue lake.
 
   “At first, I was worried about her. Then later, when I realized Mata Hari was always with Matt, always able to help him survive any combat, any encounter with the unexpected, I felt reassured.” She pointed out the yellow flowers of the water lilies that had begun to bloom. “Then, as Mata Hari’s emotionality increased and she became more like us . . . organic people, I felt sympathy for her. I worried she might be the only emotional AI in the galaxy. But now, seeing her with Gatekeeper, I am reassured. And happy she has a companion of her own nature.”
 
   Suzanne pushed back her curls so the sharp planes of her freckled face presented a study in thoughtfulness. “I agree on the emotionality element of Mata Hari. Never saw the like before in fifteen years on Omega, or at the regional IT training school. Our Gatekeeper had always been friendly and likeable to all organics, even the weird methane breathers. But now . . . he is so much more solid as a person.”
 
   “Agreed,” Eliana said, leaning against the left shoulder of her friend. “Have you made progress on the embroidered Celtic shirt you are making for George’s birthday?”
 
   “Yes!” said Suzanne happily. “Got enough colored thread while we were on Morrigan to last me for years, and the families of the rescued captives insisted on gifting us with yards and yards of fine cotton cloth, wool bundles, tanned leather, boot and belt buckle metalware, and some incredibly beautiful beer tankards carved from a native tree.”
 
   Eliana had seen those tankards at the Eire Park party, but had not known the full extent of the generosity of the Tuatha De Danann people until now. “Wonderful! Though we have perfect climate control on this ship, it is great to see the guys’ eyes light up when they see our newest outfit. Your George and my Matt sure were happy to see us when they returned from the station!”
 
   Suzanne nodded, then turned her thoughtful gaze to fix on Eliana. “That they were. Eliana . . . will we spend our lives on this ship, always being outlaws from the Anarchate?”
 
   She bit her lip. Her new girlfriend clearly shared her own worry. “I hope not. Eventually, sometime in the future, Matt and I hope to have children. Little ones. Like the sisters you had when you were young, Suzanne.”
 
   The blond raised her pale yellow eyebrows. “So you’ve read my Omega personnel file! Do you think my choice of being an information technologist for the Anarchate was the right way to escape from Thuringia?”
 
   Eliana bit her lip, wondering if she had been right to not tell Matt that George’s lifepartner had been born on the same planet where his family had been snatched by genome harvesters. Well, soon enough he would know. “Yes. Thuringia, from all that Matt has shared with me, is an agricultural planet with just the Port city as the only high tech outpost. Were you there when the harvesters took his family and ten other people?”
 
   Suzanne reached out and squeezed Eliana’s right hand. “No. I was already working at Omega, doing software sleuthing for them. But my parents showed me the vidcasts when I came back to visit and wanted to go wandering about the countryside. Everyone kept pictures of the kidnapped families in their home, in a place of honor. His older sister Charlotte, with the brown hair, was the spitting image of the young girl he and George rescued on the harvester ship. I’m glad he could do that. Rescue them, I mean. Have you—”
 
   “Told him about your heritage? Nope.” Eliana knew she should have shared the info after Sarah Vasiliades gave her access to the personnel roster of the Omega humans. “Figured my Matt had enough on his mind what with battling the Anarchate, coming up with combat lessons to satisfy BattleMind, and doing his best to keep us in home galaxy for awhile. At least we did some good with you Omega folks and the Morrigan captives.”
 
   “Agreed,” Suzanne said, squeezing her hand. “Mind if I tell him during the picnic we have planned here for tomorrow? I think it may be a comfort to him to hear how his family is remembered by everyone on Thuringia.”
 
   “Yes! Do tell him. And I agree. Now that he has rescued some people from a harvester ship, I think he can handle that memory pain better,” she said to the smart IT woman who’d worked her way through the civil service training offered by Anarchate officials.
 
   “Shall we go swimming in the lake?” Suzanne asked, standing up and pointing to a few frogs croaking among the lily pads.
 
   “Yes,” Eliana said. She dropped her dress and underclothes, then ran naked to the lake’s edge and dove in. Behind her she heard Suzanne let out a happy shriek as she followed Eliana into the cool blue waters of a mountain lake. Yes, it was a small lifeweb assemblage, but as she surfaced, spitting out water and turning to face the swimming form of Suzanne, she shook water out of her long tresses and said, “Bet you can’t hold your breath as long as I can! We crossbreeds have a genetic advantage!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt sat in the Interlock Pit, a day after the surprise news from Suzanne that she hailed from his home planet of Thuringia. It had touched him greatly to hear how his home world still honored his parents and the other captives. He’d not returned home after leaving as a personal servant to an alien ship captain at the Port, so he’d missed out on the way the planet’s people had begun a ground level campaign to distribute holo cubes of the captives to every household on that wintry world. It had cost many platinum Standards to make the cubes, but the funding drive had met that goal and even exceeded it. The excess had been used to create a small memorial pillar in the plaza center of the town that had grown up with the space port. He had reassured Eliana she had done right to hold back the home news until they were far away from Orion Arm. Elsewise he might have chosen to return home. And going home to Thuringia for him or to Halcyon for Eliana was the one predictable action that he was sure the Anarchate was waiting for them to do.
 
   The ship’s inertial field pressed against him as Mata Hari politely reminded him they were just minutes from Translation emergence. He smiled, then reached back, grabbed the fiber optic cable, and plugged himself into his ship and his friend’s so very feminine mind. “Hi there!”
 
   “Hi there yourself,” she said. 
 
   Mata Hari blossomed in Matt’s mind as the avenging Barbarian Queen, her right hand holding a steel saber, her body dressed in chain-mail and bronze-plated skirt, while her black eyes showed a ferocious determination that matched his own. Distantly he felt a mental echo from Gatekeeper, who’d tended to the Meligun bear during the days they’d spent in Translation, and who now moved to be a mental ‘backup’ to Mata Hari, keeping his attention on the ship’s ecofields so Mata Hari could backup Matt and BattleMind as they wielded weapons beyond thinking. But now they had to be used. To his right blossomed the giant form of BattleMind.
 
   “I see you are as prepared as an organic can be,” boomed the alien’s voice in Matt’s mind. “I will use the Sun Glow weapon against Megadeen moon while you use our other weapons against the Nova battleglobes and other Anarchate targets in space.”
 
   That was the order of battle they had all agreed to, earlier today. They would arrive next to Megadeen, destroy it and the battleglobes, then Translate immediately on a south galactic heading for the start of the Magellanic Stream and their journey outward to the Small Magellanic Cloud. That would begin Stage Two of BattleMind’s plan.
 
   “Agreed,” Matt said to the hungry-feeling mentality of BattleMind. “You seem eager for this battle.”
 
   “Of course,” the alien said spreading his scaly black wings widely across half the Bridge. “Once we are done here I will finally be on my way home to Cluster Prime of the T’Chak Imperium. There should be plenty of other Destruction Devices in the cluster with whom I can mind-link and learn about the strange quietness of my masters.”
 
   “One minute to emergence, Matthew,” said Mata Hari in his mind and aloud for the benefit of his companions.
 
   “Thank you, dear lady.” 
 
   He hated to leave the sense of companionship he felt in slow human mode, as he sensed the movements and reactions of his companions. But this was to be a lightspeed battle carried out at computer mind speeds. He PET thought-imaged himself into the mind flows of Gatekeeper, Mata Hari and BattleMind.
 
   Ocean-time filled his mind and inner self. Femtoseconds rushed by as picoseconds moved tick-tock past his awareness, and nanoseconds felt like long minutes. Oceans of data filled every part of his body and mind.
 
   His skin became the ship’s outer hull and his internal self became the fusion power plants, grav plates, ecofields and weapons normal and incredible that filled the Restricted Rooms of starship Mata Hari. 
 
   Matt leaned into the raging mind flow of BattleMind, observing as the T’Chak AI activated the ship’s fusion pulse drive, powered up the axial plasma generator, fed antimatter to all six antimatter pontoons, dedicated four of the ship’s twelve fusion power planets to feed energy to the various laser mounts on the ship’s hull, adjusted the sapphire crystal skin to match the recorded laser frequencies from their prior battles with Anarchate battleglobes, added more carbon-carbon ablative skin underneath the sapphire layer, extruded the five Alcubierre space-time pods at the ship’s top, bottom, both sides and forward hull placements, activated the field for production of the Sun Glow beam, and emitted thousands of Remotes to spread out beyond the hull and serve as holo decoys and white noise generators. Around Matt’s starship skin rose the flat Alcubierre space-time fields that would deflect any object or beam into a different universe than the one where they existed. 
 
   “Prepared for emergence,” he said to BattleMind.
 
   A growl greeted his comment. “See to your sneakiness mode, little organic. It is possible that our action at Galifray has caused every Anarchate installation in this star cluster to go to Battle Configuration. Which means the battleglobe AIs will—”
 
   “Be on AutoDefense mode,” Matt interrupted the T’Chak dragon, even as the gale of its thoughts buffeted his mind. “The Alcubierre space-time sheets will open only long enough for our battle beams to pass through. Each opening will close within five femtoseconds. The fastest response recorded for any Anarchate AI on AutoDefense mode is twelve femtoseconds.”
 
   “See to the antimatter beams that you control. You will need them to destroy the battleglobes,” BattleMind said impatiently. 
 
   Its awareness receded from Matt as the AI focused on Alcubierre field strengths, laser gas stability, and the power up of the Sun Glow weapon. Its Restricted Room shimmered with neutrinos and felt slightly out-of-time. Even as Matt watched, the T’Chak AI caused the weapon to extrude from the ship’s belly. A ring of tubes now projected downward, able to turn a planet into a miniature sun of plasma. He’d been told by Mata Hari that the fluctuating nature of the three types of neutrinos had been harnessed by the T’Chak into a weapon whose neutrino emissions would transmute any solid object into stellar plasma particles. The weapon’s effect would keep the plasma magnetically confined long enough for their ship to move away from a future mini-nova.
 
   His arms felt the spread of the T’Chak dragon wings as the ship assumed the shape of an avenging dragon, its crocodile snout showing white teeth, its mouth able to emit a coherent purple plasma globe, its tail the antimatter-cooked exhaust of the fusion pulse drive, while its purple armor-plated skin sprouted dozens of laser domes ready to emit megawatt beams at the nearest targets that would appear upon Translation emergence.
 
   Two milliseconds to emergence, Matthew, said Mata Hari in his mind.
 
   He braced his inner self, his physical form long ago restrained by the ship’s inertial fields. Matt split his mental attention into several parts. One part moved the coherent neutron antimatter pontoons into various directions, some pointing sideways and two pointing straight ahead, counting on the fact that targets of some kind would be downrange of where he pointed the pontoons. Another part of him directed the spinal laser domes into pointing to either side of the ship, since he knew they would be running some kind of gauntlet of nearby ships, a gauntlet that would eventually pass by their sides. A third part of his mind told the axial plasma generator to rev to its highest magnetic level so it could railgun shoot the instant they emerged. He liked the idea of a two hundred meter wide plasma cloud preceding them to soak up any spybots, sensor bots, Offense sleds, field sensors and similar devices that would likely have been seeded in the near-space of the moon Megadeen. While the ship’s nose field of Alcubierre space-time would soak up such small items, he preferred to eliminate them before they reached the ship’s outer defense shield. The loss of one Alcubierre projector to a multi-megaton assault had not left his memory.
 
   Five picoseconds, said Mata Hari.
 
   Inside his mind and overwhelming his sense of self there glowed the giant image of BattleMind, its persona that of an avenging demon sent by its master to punish those who would oppose any wish of the T’Chak Imperium.
 
   Three femtoseconds, said Mata Hari.
 
   Black space blossomed before them. Stars sparkled like white diamonds. The G3 yellow star known as CC4137 glowed in the lower left of Matt’s mind vision, while the red-orange atmosphere of Megadeen occupied right of center. Around the moon hung four Nova battleglobes, ten couriers and a frontline string of Remotes loaded with megaton-level thermonuclear bombs, according to radiation emitted by them. They had fifty milliseconds before the gravity wave pulse of their emergence struck the battleglobe AIs, followed by the light waves of their physical shape. Time to fight.
 
   Matt PET thought-imaged a command to the AM pontoons and six black beams of coherent neutron antimatter sped out and through the sheet of Alcubierre space-time that preceded them. Two of the beams would impact directly on two of the battleglobes, while four others would immediately destroy four courier spaceships that happened to be on the vector line of those pontoons. Fast as mentally possible, Matt sent a near lightspeed PET command to the axial plasma gun to fire three purple plasma globes on a side-by-side horizontal front, counting on them to remove small Remotes and more vitally, the megaton destruct devices that clearly some survivor of their earlier battles had learned could overload Mata Hari’s forward Alcubierre field. Giving thanks that BattleMind had replaced the old installation with two to create an underlying Alcubierre space-time sheet in case the top one overloaded, Matt told his spine and sidewall lasers to emit beams aimed at the four battleglobes and the other couriers.
 
   “Faster!” snarled BattleMind as its primary attention focused on the Sun Glow weapon and also on the Graviton Beam room to serve as a backup since they now faced twice the defensive force they had expected.
 
   Ten milliseconds, said Mata Hari as she fed new antimatter flow to the pontoons.
 
   Matt thought as fast as he could. Angling the six pontoons to focus on the two outer battleglobes that even now were receiving their gravity wave pulse, with a likely CPU AutoDefense reaction that would move them away from each other, Matt told two pontoons to aim toward the outer edge of the outermost battleglobes, betting that slow fusion pulse or Repulsor power would not move the battleglobes far enough to escape his incoming antimatter beams. With a thought the pontoons fired a second barrage. Picoseconds later the axial accelerator fired three plasma globes in quick succession. Thinking as fast as possible, Matt ordered the six pontoons to fire a third, follow-up barrage at the first two battleglobes, which should be twelve-kilometer wide hulks of smoking, outgassing and flaring debris by the time they were hit by his follow-on barrage.
 
   Fourteen milliseconds.
 
   Their arrival distance of twenty thousand kilometers from the Megadeen moon shrank to half that before the Anarchate counterfire impacted their Alcubierre shields.
 
   Six black antimatter beams hit their forward Alcubierre shield, while two from an outlying battleglobe missed them completely. The white, yellow, green and purple flares of incoming excimer, neutral particle, carbon dioxide, free electron, proton, and hydrogen fluorine lasers hit their front field, disappearing into another space-time. Ahead of them the three purple plasma globes plowed through the picket line of nuke-loaded Remotes, clearing a vector wider than their ship for their passage to one side of Megadeen moon. But off to the right and left sides of Matt’s vision field glowed the nuclear spheres of Offense Remotes as the automated devices shot coherent x-rays at them, based on tachlink Fire commands from the CPUs of the four battleglobes.
 
   Five hundred milliseconds, whispered Mata Hari.
 
   The image of the opposing forces changed suddenly as the light glow of weaponry hits spread in all directions, including back to starship Mata Hari.
 
   The two central Nova battleglobes showed as flaring hulks with half their mass lost to Matt’s two incoming AM beams. The beam impacts had bitten deep into the inner habitat zone of each globe, scattering debris, tiny bodies and exploding nuclear reactors in all directions. It was clear his follow-on AM beams would finish the job since the two hulks showed no maneuvering.
 
   One second, Mata Hari said. Time for organics to take over from the CPUs.
 
   The right side battleglobe had been hit dead center as it moved slowly outward and into the vector of his second AM barrage. It had broken up into three pieces of half the original mass. It too showed no ability to move. With a thought Matt fired his right wing’s three AM pontoons at the remains of the right side battleglobe, aiming to finalize its death.
 
   But the left side battleglobe was unhit. It had used fusion pulse and Repulsor power to move upward, away from their incoming vector. The black AM beam he’d aimed at it passed harmlessly to one side. Some of the follow-on laser beams were impacting it, but with armor half a kilometer thick the Anarchate Nova was firing its own antimatter beams at the forward vector position that Mata Hari would shortly occupy. Strangely, it also showed the space-time shimmer of its Bethe Inducer starting up. Surely it knew that their Alcubierre fields would soak up the Anarchate’s premier weapon?
 
   He blinked mentally, recalling the other event that caused a space-time shimmer.
 
   “Translation now!” he screamed to Mata Hari and BattleMind, who was just milliseconds away from firing the Sun Glow weapon. “Now! Translate now!”
 
   The space before him, with its images of exploding starships, plasma globes and laser beams filling the vacuum before them, disappeared. The grey blackness of the starship’s Alcubierre Drive field enveloped them. Matt gave a mental sigh.
 
   “WHY!” screamed the mind voice of BattleMind as it reacted to the loss of its ability to vaporize Megadeen.
 
   Even Mata Hari’s buffering presence was not enough. “Exit in one second,” he said mentally, his thought words blurring together. “Behind the moon. Vaporize it. Then destroy the battleglobe that just Translated to where we would have existed on our incoming vector.”
 
   Matt passed out.
 
    
 
    
 
   He felt Eliana’s warm hand on his neck even as wetness cooled his brow. Matt became aware he was out of ocean-time. And free of the hurricane assault from BattleMind’s mental energies. Where were they? Had they finished the mission? Had they—
 
   “Matthew, it’s all okay,” said the calm voice of Eliana. “Open our eyes slowly. You’re still in the Pit, but all is done now. We are in Translation headed for the Magellanic Stream.”
 
   Matt opened his eyes. Then his mind filled with the normal senses he perceived when in the Pit and linked to Mata Hari and the starship. By way of optical neurolinking he felt the outer skin of Mata Hari, the emptiness of the pocket universe created by the Alcubierre space-time stardrive, and the smooth operation of all twelve fusion power plants. There did not seem to be any damage to their home. And thankfully, the mental blowtorch of BattleMind was absent.
 
   “Hey there,” he said looking up to Eliana’s white face and ebony black hair as it fell over her shoulders and tickled his nose. 
 
   Eliana’s face showed relief, then her eyes fixed on him, sending a sense of love heart-deep that made him shudder internally. “Welcome back, dear Matt. Our friend Mata Hari was worried for you. But she and BattleMind did as you told them to do just after you passed out. The moon is gone. The surviving battleglobe is a tiny black hole thanks to the Graviton Beam used by BattleMind. We are now on our way out of Anarchate space and into the distant unknown of space beyond our galactic plane.”
 
   Matt marveled at Eliana’s lengthy status update, then realized she spoke from relief that he had not been brain damaged by BattleMind’s angry scream. He looked aside and saw his new friends George and Suzanne looking at him with concern. Beside them stood the country gentleman holo of Gatekeeper, who held hands with a shy-looking Mata Hari. His AI friend wore a summer dress similar to that which Suzanne had worn on Morrigan. It seemed all four of his friends were happy to see him back healthy and mentally sound, even if not wealthy. He chuckled at the old childhood rhyme that had given rise to his semantic word-play.
 
   “What?” asked Eliana as she dribbled some water onto the cloth that covered his brow.
 
   “Just recalling a rhyme from my early childhood. What really matters is seeing the four of your, safe. Safe! I was so worried when I realized the battleglobe captain intended to Translate to where we would be in an effort to overload our Alcubierre fields with his Translation field emergence. A high tech version of the old seaborne tactic of ramming the enemy ship.”
 
   Mata Hari nodded his way. “A valuable memory, Matthew. Neither I nor BattleMind would have thought of that battle tactic.” She walked over to kneel beside Eliana, her black eyes reaching deep into him, as deep as the green glow of Eliana’s eyes. “To use the Translation drive to ram another starship, within a star system, using your own ship to destroy it along with yourselves, is something never recorded in Anarchate annals.”
 
   He blinked. Now that he thought about it, that tactic was something he’d only discovered while reading the naval tales of a human writer, someone named Patrick O’Brian. The tales were on a part of his personal datapad that he used for entertainment, in those rare moments when he wasn’t working. Well, maybe BattleMind would count it as part of his human ‘sneakiness’ quota.
 
   “What of the Megadeen system? Any ships left?”
 
   “Nothing is left,” Mata Hari said, standing up and growing serious in her look.
 
   “Nothing?” 
 
   Eliana shook her head. “Nothing. BattleMind was so ticked off at the attempt by the battleglobe to destroy him that, after using the Sun Glow to vaporize the moon and the Graviton Beam to turn the battleglobe into a tiny black hole, it Translated to within an AU of the G3 star. It fired its Bethe Inducer beam at the star, causing its stellar atmosphere to begin collapsing into a pre-nova stage. We Translated out before its final blowup.”
 
   “Uh, what about our captive Meligun? Was he dropped off somewhere?”
 
   “Not yet,” Mata Hari said. “There is nothing remaining in that star system that was not either vaporized or fatally irradiated by the nova we caused. Any surviving ship’s personnel are dead now, or were dead within minutes after the nova blew. I made the decision to keep him in the roomsuite, even though BattleMind wished to offload the Meligun within range of the nova blast.”
 
   “Thank you, dear partner,” Matt said. Interesting what happens when you tick off a T’Chak. “Uh, can someone bring me a steak? I’m feeling really hungry.”
 
   They all laughed. Together, he and Eliana, George and Suzanne, and Gatekeeper and Mata Hari, they had survived the last battle with the Anarchate. Now they would spend weeks, perhaps a month, onboard Mata Hari until they had their first emergence in the Magellanic Stream. Surely they would find peace there. No one lived in the stream of neutral hydrogen gas. And only the dead now occupied the Small Magellanic Cloud. Yes, peace would reign for a space of time aboard their home. Even if that peace was constrained to an alternate space-time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Suzanne stood outside the roomsuite containing the Meligun bear merchant who had loudly proclaimed himself as Rak tho-mesk of Clan Klickjo. The alien who’d been a manager of Trans-Galactic had become more of a bother over the three weeks since they’d left the Galifray system. It seemed to expect a delivery of itself to some Anarchate world where the ‘proper’ commercial authorities would see to its needs. Well, she was trying to quiet its outrage with a tray of Sargun sweets that she’d grabbed from the commissary’s Food Alcove. Maybe the sweets and the mug of red Halikakis wine would placate its temper. She hoped so. They were within hours of dropping out of Translation to seek fuel in the Magellanic Stream. Holding the tray in her left hand, she touched the Admit patch with her right.
 
   “Hello, Manager Rak tho-mesk of the eminent Clan Klickjo!” she said, wishing she had not volunteered to take over this duty from Gatekeeper. “Here are some sweets and wine to brighten your day.”
 
   The Meligun bear looked up from its datapad. The black-furred bear fixed its two pink eyes on her, twitched elf-like ears, sat back to cross one hairy leg over another, then folded both pairs of muscular arms over its chest. The posture was one of imperial patience with a lesser lifeform. 
 
   “BondServant Suzanne, your attention to the necessities is appreciated,” it said in a growl of Belizel that her comlink instantly translated to English Standard. “The Halikakis wine is last cycle’s vintage, but the Sargun sweets are always in season.” It accepted the tray from her and laid it on a floor-extruded table next to its cushion chair. Then it gestured around the room, as if the openness of the room, which held more space than three Omega apartments, was an insult. “The spa basin of this environment is once again deficient in its proper temperature, while the musical choices are best suited for Meligun bondServants such as yourself. Are there no other entertainments available?”
 
   She winced. The Meligun had been complaining about the variable heat temperature of the room’s spa basin ever since awakening from its Knockout sleep. While the flexmetal of the starship had adapted the floor to whatever style of bed platform, lighting and fresher facilities the alien desired, it seemed that hot water which was one degree Kelvin off of its preferred temp was an insult to its august persona. While she had seen more demanding aliens while working at Omega, she had usually had other aliens she could assign to coping with their complaints. No such luck now.
 
   “Well, we could replace it with a sand bath? That way any temp variation could be adjusted by yourself, using hot stones,” she said with a slight smile.
 
   “Sand!” it moaned. “Only our prehistoric ancestors made use of such primitive bath modes. It’s been millennia since—”
 
   “I’m sure it has,” Suzanne interrupted. “And regarding new entertainments, we will shortly be emerging from Translation into a part of the Magellanic Stream that is close by the south pole of home galaxy. If you adjust your wallscreen to a north polar view you will see the central bar of our galaxy in all its colorful majesty!”
 
   The Meligun blinked its eyes. “There are Anarchate tours that one can take for such an experience,” it said in what may have been the Meligun version of boredom. “But thank you. Anything is better than staring at juvenile vidcasts of lower caste entertainers. And this Playslate barely begins to challenge my mind.”
 
   Suzanne wondered if the two human Owners of Omega had been as full of themselves as this Meligun. She’d never met them, though her friend Sarah had. As the representative of the human managers working for the casino, Sarah had attended annual meetings with the fifteen Owners. An event she was sure this Meligun would have enjoyed.
 
   “Well, after we emerge you can watch our automated Remotes use their electromagnetic scoops to ingather hydrogen isotopes of deuterium and tritium, along with some ionized oxygen,” she said brightly. “Course these gases are very rare in the stream, but watching the Remotes might entertain your mind. You could guess which portion of the stream holds the densest concentration of isotopes and thereby—”
 
   “Please! I suffer neuron starvation at the very concept!”
 
   She grinned, then brushed down the wrinkles in her embroidered summer dress. It was a waste of life energy to hope the Meligun would ever look beyond its personal view of reality. But surely greed would wake it up? “Uh, then what about computing the probabilities of the platinum Standards to be made from automated mining of the nearby part of the Magellanic Stream?” she said. “While the desired fuel isotopes are very rare, still, automated Remote barges cost little beyond their construction cost, they have no organics on board to feed, and the quality of the onboard AI is low, far believe the sentience level. What do you think?”
 
   The Meligun bear sat forward, its posture shifting from superior dominance to one of greedy interest. “Now that is a worthwhile idea, bondServant Suzanne. Are there any negatives to mining the stream that you know of?”
 
   She stepped back toward the slidedoor that let onto the Spine hallway, happy to have diverted the bear’s usual complaint mode. “Well, I am told by the Mata Hari the AI that where we will emerge is very close to, or overlaps with, a Do Not Enter zone of the Anarchate. But I’m sure a little danger would not discourage someone of Clan Klickjo!”
 
   The Meligun grimaced, showing sharp incisors. “A Do Not Enter zone? Now that could be a problem. However, I happen to be friends with a regional Combat Command general who might patrol the mining area, in return for a share of the profits. Ummm. A useful idea, bondServant Suzanne. Thank you,” it said as it turned to its datapad and set about entering financial inputs.
 
   She stepped out into the Spine hallway, feeling half amused. At least the alien had said ‘Thank You’ to her, a pleasantry very rare among the super-rich. She would have to let Matthew know about this interest of the Meligun. Maybe they could gain some intelligence on this unknown zone by way of Meligun greed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt noticed Suzanne’s return from taking care of the Meligun bear. She joined the rest of them on the Bridge as they neared the time of emergence from Translation. Sitting in the Interlock Pit, with all his senses linked into the inner and outer elements of starship Mata Hari, and with the AI minds of Mata Hari, Gatekeeper and eventually BattleMind, he gave thanks for the three weeks of escape from ocean-time, and from the mind-flow of BattleMind. While the T’Chak AI had never apologized for its overwhelming outburst in the Megadeen system, it had tolerated their possession of the Meligun, and even said a few positive words about the lifeweb assemblage of greenery and lake that Gatekeeper had created. It had commented that a ‘natural’ environment for organics like themselves seemed to be a desirable addition to the starship’s ecohabitats. For the T’Chak, that was a remarkably friendly statement.
 
   “Matthew,” called Eliana from her accel-couch. “Will there be much to see of this Magellanic Stream?”
 
   He looked left to his lifepartner, to the white skin, long black tresses, high cheeks and green eyes of the woman who had made love to him last night, after he’d finished several runs on his loom. She’d tackled him when he got up to feed the aquarium’s puffer-fish, and the rest of the night had been filled with intimate pleasures, memories shared, dreams hoped for, and the apple smell of her hair as he spoon slept against her back. He’d felt more peace last night than he’d felt since the loss of Helen. Between the two of them he’d learned how to move beyond his fear of caring, of linking with someone who might be taken away from him, as his parents and sisters had been taken. Now, after seven years of partnership with Mata Hari, he was relearning how to be a lifepartner with a wonderful woman who sported a prehensile tail and a taste for ribald drinking songs, as he’d discovered during the Morrigan park party too many weeks ago. He smiled at her.
 
   “Eliana, my love, you are beautiful looking today,” he said, then looked past George to nod at blond-haired Suzanne. “As do you, mistress Suzanne. Your embroidery gifts have given my dear Eliana an enjoyment of style and dresses that her laboratory work never seemed to awaken.”
 
   “Matthew!” said Eliana in a pleased tone.
 
   “So true,” rumbled George’s baritone voice as a wide grin filled his bearded face. The Irishman’s grey eyes were filled with amusement. After the alien shapes of Omega and Galifray, it was pleasant to see his combat mate. “My Suzanne has a mind for intricate flower patterns that delight me, Eliana and, she has told me, your partner Mata Hari.”
 
   Matt smiled at the sudden holo appearance of Mata Hari and Gatekeeper, whose side-by-side holos now stood in the open space between Eliana and the Pit. “Welcome, friends. Is the park’s inertial field activated in case of sudden movements after emergence?”
 
   Mata Hari’s glowing smile seemed to light up that part of  the Bridge. “Yes, Matthew! And the yellow rose bush that Eliana planted earlier is growing very nicely. Perhaps it will flower soon!”
 
   Gatekeeper, dressed in his country gardener outfit with stains on the knees of his brown jumpsuit, nodded his bullet head. “Yes,” the Omega AI said in a warm bass voice. “She and Eliana have added much liveliness to my park habitat.” 
 
   The Omega AI reached over to hold hands with Mata Hari Something the two had been doing since before Galifray. Could her control of mini-tractors to give her holo form a degree of substance be something Gatekeeper had copied so they could ‘feel’ the solidity of holding hands? Whatever the answer, they were a fully emotional couple able to relate to him and Eliana, George and Suzanne, in the normal manner. It was a delight Matt gave thanks for, amidst the death and destruction of fighting a war.
 
   “Friends, we will emerge in three minutes,” he said. “And while things will look very black and empty, the gas stream is just adjacent to where we will emerge. But if you look north galactic, you will see the golden-yellow glow of home galaxy’s Core region. The side wallscreen will show that view.”
 
   Matt turned back to face the front holosphere, filled now with the greyness of Alcubierre space-time. Shortly it would show the deep blackness of space, a space sprinkled with the colorful jewels of distant stars and even more distant galaxies, since they would not be facing the disk of home galaxy. Instead, they would be facing the stream, which was visible only to his infrared vision, and the nearby star cluster that the Anarchate had marked as a Do Not Enter zone. While they were not inside the zone, they would appear immediately next to it. Hopefully their few days of scooping in hydrogen isotopes would pass without notice from whomever lived in the cluster. Feeling a twinge at the back of his neck, Matt reached back and attached the fiber optic cable. His mind became flooded by an ocean of inputs from the starship and its devices, supplemented by the low power laser beams that criss-crossed his naked body as he sat like an olive in a martini glass. It was an drink image he’d discovered years ago, while visiting a human ‘bar’ that served expensive drinks modeled on antique patterns. He’d tossed the ‘olive’ to the floor for the cleanbot to ingest, then tried to enjoy the liquor in the glass. He’d swallowed it but had chosen beers afterward.
 
   “We emerge now,” Mata Hari said aloud to her audience.
 
   Matt entered ocean-time as a precaution. And his body became one with the starship and local space.
 
   His eyes “saw” infrared, ultraviolet, gamma ray and radioactives, painting for him a non-human picture of Riemannian space. Feeling the pull of grav plates throughout the two kilometer length of the ship, and the light puffs of air circulation through the habitable areas, Matt ignored the particle glows of the Restricted Rooms and focused solely on the degree to which starship Mata Hari worked and lived in all its components. But in the back of his mind hovered the red cloud of Mata Hari, the brown cloud of Gatekeeper, and the roiling, tempestuous purple cloud of BattleMind. The T’Chak held back from full mind-link, as if concerned for him. He appreciated that.
 
   The purple of gamma rays sleeted through the holosphere and the nearby Magellanic Stream, much like a rain squall might hit an open meadow. Yellow neutrino particles flickered here and there, appearing sparse since they were not near any star. Only his ship’s fusion reactors and the stars of the nearby cluster pulsed neutrinos their way. Infrared was nearly dead, except for the stream, whose hot ionized gases rushed toward home galaxy, pulled that way by gravity tidal forces. He’d learned that they would be traveling the short end of the stream, a stretch called the Leading Arm. Further down the stream they would encounter the Large Magellanic Cloud and cross a gaseous bridge to the Small Magellanic Cloud. They would then pass by the Population II red giant stars on the cloud’s outer edge and head inward to the Population I stars where life existed, as it did around most Population I stars of the galaxy, stars like Sol.
 
   “No sign of artificial constructs,” said Mata Hari in his mind.
 
   Matt agreed with her assessment. So far all he saw was the red infrared of the stream, the purple of gamma rays, some weak ultraviolet emissions, distant x-ray star emissions, and the mixed grouping of Population I and II stars in the cluster ahead of them. Like most developed star clusters it lacked the dust and dark gas clouds common to younger stellar regions. Sighing, he left ocean-time so he could relate to his human companions.
 
   “Eliana, George and Suzanne, all seems normal here. The hydrogen gases of the Magellanic Stream are just a few AU away, close enough for our scooper Remotes to reach quickly, since they are riding our exit velocity of one fourth lightspeed.” He felt BattleMind recede a bit as it took care of the launching of the Remotes. “We’ve got two, maybe three days to spend floating here, underneath the Core of the Milky Way. Isn’t the view magnificent?”
 
   Everyone ooed and ahhhed and made small talk. Matt paid no attention since his standard duty after every emergence from Translation was to back up the automated status checks of vital ship systems. It was while checking the microwave sensor arrays they used for automatic avoidance of large solid objects that he noticed a shimmer of microwaves coming from an empty part of the sky. A part of the sky that lay between them and the star cluster. What was going on?
 
   “Mata Hari, check out this microwave shimmer at locus ninety-three Zed, twenty-one Alpha,” he said aloud and by PET thought-image. “Is that a Dark Matter tidal effect?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Matthew,” murmured his partner. “Let me focus our neutrino scanner over there. Ah! Something artificial hides behind that microwave shimmer. Fusion reactions are present there. The shimmer is a kind of stealth shielding. But why? And who?”
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a stealth effect,” said Gatekeeper from the back of Matt’s mind.
 
   With regret, Matt mentally tapped at the purple cloud of BattleMind. “Partner, do the T’Chak have any record of such a microwave shimmer?”
 
   The alien AI’s mind-flow hit him again like a hurricane or a tsunami, but this time the alien made an effort to buffer its thoughts. As did Mata Hari. Matt felt strained but not exhausted. “No. It is clearly an intelligent action by someone unknown to me, and not recorded in the Intelligence dome’s memory crystal. Shields going up!”
 
   Matt felt the whispers of his friends as they heard the human real-time conversation. Somehow, their emergence from Translation had drawn the attention of someone. At least, the gravity wave pulse that instantly flowed out as they emerged had been detected. With a sigh, he went back into ocean-time.
 
   Floods of data filled his mind and inner self. Femtoseconds rushed by as picoseconds moved tick-tock past his awareness, and nanoseconds felt like long minutes. He noticed the microwave shimmer had come closer, now lying less than one light minute from them. Suddenly, the shimmer was gone and a solid object appeared where before the black of space had been wrapped around it. He saw a silvery octahedron, its sides all triangles as if two pyramids had been joined at the base, with no evidence of a fusion pulse spacedrive nor the nodules that emitted the Alcubierre Drive ellipsoid that always encapsulated Mata Hari as they traveled from star to star. It did not spin, twirl or do anything except approach them at speed. Sensors said it approached at one quarter lightspeed. 
 
   Ten milliseconds, said his inner timesense as his AI friends expressed surprise, shock and concern. Matt felt the Alcubierre flat space-time shields form up around all sides of Mata Hari. Even the stern was covered thanks to a new nodule built by BattleMind during their weeks of transit from Megadeen to the stream. They were as protected from external matter and energies as could be done, according to the T’Chak builders.
 
   A pink beam suddenly speared out from the silvery octahedron and impacted on the ship at the same time he saw it. A lightspeed weapon!
 
   “Mata Hari, is it—”
 
   Matt felt his heart slow its pumping even as he felt the thoughts of the three AIs blur as his own mind failed to keep pace. Why? In ocean-time he had always been able to think at computer speeds, even if it was babytalk mode for sharp AIs like his companions. What the?
 
   “Matttthewwww,” came Mata Hari’s mind voice. “Beeeeam issssss staaaaasissss. Orrrrgannnnicccsss froooooozeeeennnnn. Whaaaaat doooooo?”
 
   The alien’s pink beam had somehow frozen Eliana, Suzanne and George into an alien version of the stasis one felt while in suspended animation in an escape lifepod. He could communicate only because he was in ocean-time neurolinkage with the AIs. Was this a hostile act? Or something else? And how had this beam penetrated past the Alcubierre space-time shields? He did have one answer that would give them time to consider their options. 
 
   “Translate five light minutes away from this space,” he mindspoke as rapidly as he could, adding PET thought-imagery to his words. “If the alien approaches to within one light minute again, jump away but stay in perception range of it. Whomever is out there will learn quickly to not get close or to use this beam that seems to be range-limited.”
 
   The grey of the Alcubierre space-time drive replaced the front holosphere image and Matt felt his stomach stir briefly with a tinge of nausea. Then black space sprinkled with the colored diamonds of distant stars appeared again in the holo. Still in ocean-time, he felt the normal mind flow of his AI partners.
 
   “Damn! Are my friends awake? Are their bodies OK? Are they—”
 
   “Just fine,” Mata Hari said hurriedly. “No damage. They are awakening now as if from being asleep. This stasis beam left no ill effects. BattleMind, how did this alien beam penetrate our shields?”
 
   The massive thought-flow of BattleMind hit Matt’s awareness like an avalanche, with no buffering by anyone. In his mind the three clouds of AI awareness spoke to each other, with him a minor spectator.
 
   “Not known!” growled BattleMind. “The alien ship moves towards us now at one quarter lightspeed. I will destroy it!”
 
   “No!” said Mata Hari and Gatekeeper together. “Perhaps that is what the Anarchate did when exploring here, and why this ship acted this way. Let us talk with them.”
 
   “Yes!” yelled Matt into the dense tapestry of AI thinking. “Give talk a chance. We can always Translate away from them again.”
 
   The dragon shape of BattleMind turned glaring red eyes on all three of them. “Retreat! The T’Chak Imperium never retreats!”
 
   “Not retreat,” Mata Hari said, taking the visual form of a smaller female dragon. “Tactical maneuvering, dear one. This species could impede the performance of your Task. As we have studied the Anarchate military power, let us study this entity to see their intent. Perhaps they could assist us, if they are hostile to the Anarchate?”
 
   The typhoon storm of BattleMind’s thoughts moved more thoughtfully. It opened its crocodile mouth, flickered out a pink tongue, then lowered its wings from BattleFlight mode. “Your mind shape is more pleasing than that weak human mode. Agreed. Your point offers a Task useful option. We wait here, or nearby, for communication to occur.”
 
   Wiping his brow mentally, Matt watched the EMF sensor feeds as the silvery octahedron starship approached, then held stationary at one light minute distance. It seemed the aliens learned fast. There were no beam emissions. Instead, the ship generated a modulated signal on the 21 centimeter band of hydrogen, an alien version of the “Let’s Talk” concept pursued a century ago by human SETI astronomers.
 
   “Is it voice or imagery or something else?” he asked his AI friends.
 
   Mata Hari resumed her Spy persona look of the frilly white Victorian dress with black hair piled atop her head. She looked busy, frazzled and puzzled as her persona stared at the holosphere imagery. “It is mathematical. From the very simple to the very complex. Symbolic imagery follows, indicative we think of words or concepts. Gatekeeper, can you apply your translation algorithms to this input?”
 
   Matt thought the invitation to the AI that had worked as a Welcome gatekeeper to dozens of aliens species made sense. The visiting aliens did not all speak Belizel. But all of them, being super-rich, would assume the Port arrival AI would automatically understand them. 
 
   “Yes, my dear,” boomed the warm voice of Gatekeeper. “There are similarities to the speech of the Topean, Zam and Hashclick species. It appears to be more iconographic language rather than syllabic like most human talk modes.” It paused, passing a string of hyper-speed dataflows to Mata Hari. “The human languages of multi-tonal Mandarin and Bushman echo-clicks are also useful. I am sending back the human English speech modes with embedded object and action images. Later I will pass on the Belizel of the Anarchate. But since we all speak this English, that is first.”
 
   
  
 

“Very good, my country gentleman,” Mata Hari said as her persona switched image modes to one of her dressed in an embroidered summer dress, her black hair flying loosely as she smiled happily.
 
   Matt once more admired the feminine smartness of his partner in Vigilante work. She understood how vital visual images were to organics and, it seemed, to thinking AIs. “Any idea how long it will take to translate?”
 
   “Not long,” muttered the country gentleman image of Gatekeeper. “In fact . . . the translation is complete. Do you wish to listen to it in AI mode or in human hearing mode?”
 
   “Human hearing mode,” Matt said as he shifted out of ocean-time and into the slow thinking and speech mode of living organic lifeforms. “I want my friends to hear this. And I can always re-enter ocean-time if there is a need.”
 
   “There was a need, Matthew, when that stasis beam first hit. None of us had any idea of how to escape the beam.”
 
   “I did,” muttered BattleMind. “While your pet organics might have been brain-frozen, the beam did not affect us at all. I would have destroyed this artifact with an antimatter pulse. No solid object can escape the impact of antimatter.”
 
   “Then it is good that Matthew was not frozen in stasis, just slowed down to normal cyborg mode,” Mata Hari said pleasantly to the T’Chak AI. “Matthew, are you ready for the translation to be broadcast?”
 
   “One moment,” he said, then explained to his puzzled companions, who looked alarmed to learn they’d been frozen in stasis, then relieved that they’d escaped the stasis beam and would now learn what these new aliens intended. He blinked mentally, shrugging off the aftereffects of twice being in ocean-time within the last ten minutes. “Hey folks, take a look at the front holosphere. Seems my AI buddies have translated something broadcast by that alien starship there.”
 
   They all looked at the holo as the image of black space, the silvery octahedron ship and distant stars was replaced by English letters marching across the holo, from top to bottom.
 
   “Greetings new lifeforms. We are the Bogean Harmony, from the nearby star cluster. We regret the issue of our stasis beam. Prior contacts with lifeforms from the galaxy above us were violent at first. So we applied the stasis beam to the two later visits in hope of preventing violence. But the globular ships of those lifeforms destroyed themselves. Unlike your craft. Why is that?”
 
   Matt blinked, then recalled a minor datum from the Intelligence dome memory crystal. A datum that surely his AI partners already knew.
 
   “Matthew,” spoke Mata Hari aloud as she, Gatekeeper and BattleMind all appeared in lifesize holos on the Bridge. “Shall I answer for us? With the memory crystal Rule data?”
 
   “Yes, please do so. You three think faster and are able to decipher this speech faster than any of us. Thank you.”
 
   BattleMind’s alert stance seemed to shift to one of surprise at his Thank You to it and the other two AIs. Well, it was right and proper to acknowledge someone’s superior ability. Or so he had been raised, years ago.
 
   “Bogean Harmony,” Mata Hari said, with her words appearing in the holosphere. “We are starship Mata Hari. Our living component consists of four thinking organics and three artificial intelligences, plus unthinking animals that occupy our nature habitat.” The summer dress persona of Mata Hari paused. “We claim separate names to identify our personal selves. Mine is Mata Hari. Our other AIs are Gatekeeper and BattleMind. Our organic guests and partners are Matthew Dragoneaux, Eliana Themistocles, George O’Hussey and Suzanne Magnusdottor. How do you refer to yourself or selves?”
 
   A second passed, then they read the reply. “Mata Hari, we are both. We choose names for each member of our polity. But our species heritage allows each of us to share in a group mindLink. Perhaps you and your organics link in the same way? That might explain why your ship did not destroy itself.”
 
   Mata Hari’s holo smiled. “Yes, Bogean Harmony, we do mindLink in a similar manner, though we use artificial means. As to your prior question, the social group that rules our home galaxy is called the Anarchate. One part of this social polity employs large spaceship globes to enforce its Rules. One Rule is that any Nova battleglobe that loses its organic lifeform contingent is required to destroy itself. Your stasis beam made it appear there were no living organics on the later ships. That tactic is due to the combat nature of the Anarchate, which tolerates no other authority within our home galaxy. We are . . . refugees from that authority, on our way to the home of one of our party that lies in a nearby galaxy. We call it the Small Magellanic Cloud. Images accompany these polities and locations. What was your intention in contacting us?”
 
   In the viewscreen, a side image of the silver octahedron appeared beside the lines of text. “We seek knowledge of other lifeforms, but we do not enjoy leaving our home star cluster. There are other thinking species in our cluster, and we have long enjoyed relations of trade with them. Perhaps, if someone from your home galaxy was interested, we could establish a trading agreement with them? Something of ours they wish to acquire in return for something of theirs? It could be data or histories or rare minerals and gases that are less common in our cluster than, perhaps, in your galaxy?”
 
   Matt smiled. Perfect! “Mata Hari, ask them to wait a moment. I have the perfect solution to this encounter.” He looked left at Gatekeeper. “Would you go and bring back our Meligun guest, Gatekeeper? I think Rak tho-mesk will enjoy chatting with this Bogean person.”
 
   Eliana and Suzanne laughed softly from the accel-couches and George leaned forward to chuckle loudly. “Yes! Maybe we can convince these Bogeans to take him off our hands. Uh, our starship?”
 
   BattleMind flapped its black wings. “Losing one more organic pest is always a welcome event,” it muttered. “But this trade matter has no value to me. Will these Bogean aliens interfere with my harvesting Remotes?”
 
   Mata Hari nodded to the dragon looming beside her, then gestured at the forward holo. “Bogean Harmony, we have sent for a fourth organic lifeform on our ship. It claims the solo identity of Rak tho-mesk of Clan Klickjo. Its lifequest is directly involved in this trading that you describe. And regarding items of value, how did you arrive here so quickly, with no evidence of an Alcubierre space-time drive, or a fusion pulse space drive?”
 
   The alien response was almost instant. “You still use that ancient technique for star to star travel? We do not use that mode. We harness the Dark Energy that is forcing the expansion of our universe, sometimes at faster than light speeds. It works well to move both within a star system and to go star to star. If we wish to land on a planet surface, we employ a magnetic repulsion method. Do all your species use such antique transit methods?”
 
   Mata Hari crossed her hands over her embroidered bodice. “Most do, though there are areas of our home galaxy that the Anarchate has not entered, for its own reasons,” she said. “They may harbor lifeforms as advanced as you. But our other trade goods are rich and varied and—”
 
   “Send them Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,” Matt told her, thought-imaging a recording he’d heard so many years ago, when he still lived with his Mom, Dad and sisters. He blinked, then thought hard. Behind him the Spine slidedoor opened and merchant Rak entered in company with Gatekeeper. “Merchant Rak tho-mesk, the aliens in that octahedron ship out there control a star cluster that lies south of the central Core and next to the Magellanic Stream. We now lie 9,421 light years south of the galactic plane. They want to trade, but not travel into the Anarchate. Are you interested in working with them? Oh, they have a stardrive better than the Alcubierre Drive that everyone uses.”
 
   “Whaaat!” stuttered the black-furred alien bear. In his mind’s eye Matt saw the four armed alien approach him, then sit down beside his Interlock Pit and lean forward, his stance one of intense interest. “Of course I am! The Melikark Conglomerate and I will treat these aliens to pleasures they have never—”
 
   “Good,” Matt interrupted. “But we have a price before we allow you to negotiate with these aliens.”
 
   “Price?” it muttered, then gave a bearish sigh. “Well, a price for services performed is normal. What is your price?”
 
   Matt glanced over at Eliana, whose green eyes seemed amused by his word byplay even as Mata Hari held off from further chat with the Bogean Harmony. Good. He looked directly at the bear’s pink eyes. “My price is a change in the Melikark terms of bondServant contracts. Your conglomerate must agree to allow any indentured bondServant to leave their contract within a year cycle if they desire, with free transport to another merchant world. Even if they still owe you a debt. Agreed?”
 
   “But, but . . . I am a low level manager for the conglomerate. Surely you don’t think I can speak for the entire Melikark Conglomerate?”
 
   “You spoke for them when your recognized my combat suit in your Trans-Galactic office, didn’t you?” Matt said, working the guilty-as-sin mode that affected some species. “I believe you managed to send off an Alert signal to the nearby space fleet of your business partners. And also sent a tachlink message to the Combat Command of the Anarchate. Yes?”
 
   “Yes,” muttered Rak tho-mesk. “I commit to strongly urge such a contract change, in return for our sole access to these Bogean Harmony aliens you have met. Satisfactory?”
 
   Better and better. “Satisfactory.” Matt looked to Mata Hari at the same time he PET image-thought his idea of how to win-win by getting this alien off their ship while also helping millions of other lifeforms now serving bondage duty to the Melikark Conglomerate. “Can you convey this situation to our Bogean friends?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” she said with a big smile. “Doing so now.”
 
   In the holo there appeared the image of a Bogean. It resembled no lifeform Matt had ever encountered, though the two brown eyes that adorned its eyestalks looked compassionate. Somehow. The rest of the creature suggested an amphibian lifestyle. Its body lay low to the ground, had ten legs in five pairs, while four armhands sprouted from the area underneath a wide, frog-like mouth. The head titled to one side, then the other.
 
   “I hope my appearance is not too shocking,” the Bogean said. “My solo identity is that of Eli dork-methusel, from the Nadder clutch, of planet Restful Joy. And that grouping of sounds resembles the evening serenade of the young females of our species. We like it. What is the cost?”
 
   Matt resisted saying free. “Eli, my solo identity is Matthew Dragoneaux. While my species is limited in mobility, as you can see, our composers of acoustic sequences made both by voice and by instrument are very talented. You just heard the Fifth Symphony by one Ludwig van Beethoven of Vienna, Austria, planet Earth. He died more than 300 year cycles ago. But his music lives on.” Matt smiled, but hid his teeth. “If you wish to offer a trade for that music, you could provide us with the details of your Dark Energy stardrive, for our use only. Or perhaps your stasis beam device? We are not able to project a stasis effect, though we use it for long travels by organics.”
 
   “You say you are refugees from this Anarchate polity and are heading outward to this Small Magellanic Cloud. Will you be returning this way?” Eli said in printed words.
 
   “Yes,” Matt said, ignoring the growl of BattleMind. “We plan to consult with our T’Chak . . . friends over conditions in our home galaxy. We will likely return to debate this Anarchate polity. But whatever we do, trade relations will not be disrupted.”
 
   “Good. When you return, stop at this space-time locus. Both devices will be awaiting you. They will only respond to the life-tech signature of your starship. Is this satisfactory?”
 
   “Yes!” Matt said, happy to accept a future gift while leaving behind a present bother. He eyed Rak. “Why don’t you continue this conversation in your stateroom? Our Mata Hari will monitor your negotiations, of course. Oh. If you are pleasant to these Bogeans, they may allow you onto their ship. They might even return you to the nearest Anarchate star system. You like?”
 
   “Of course!” boomed the bear-like alien, standing up. “I depart to render my services to these . . . new trading partners.”
 
   Matt focused back on the Bogean alien, meeting its eyestalks. “Please negotiate these trade issues with our companion Rak tho-mesk. And please remain near us while we harvest hydrogen isotopes from the nearby stream of neutral hydrogen. In three day-units we will depart. Before then, you are welcome to invite our companion to visit your ship, perhaps even to travel with you to a nearby Anarchate star system.”
 
   “Appreciations for your understanding, Matthew Dragoneaux. You and your companions are welcome to visit our star cluster at any point in the time stream. I transmit a code emission that will tell any ship of ours that you are a friend. We are now friends, do you agree?”
 
   “I agree. Happy negotiating.”
 
   The image of the Bogean, its text speech and its starship vanished to be replaced by a view of nearby space and the silvery glint of the Bogean Harmony starship in the distance. Matt sighed and sat back in his Pit chair.
 
   “Anybody up for a game of checkers? I need to relax after all that!”
 
   Laughs sounded from Eliana, George, Suzanne, Mata Hari and Gatekeeper, while BattleMind did a dragon version of a ‘huff’ that involved bunching up its spinal armor plates.
 
   Matt reminded himself that the T’Chak aliens, while appearing in dragon form to him, were sexually trimorphic, omnivorous, and their sexes came in male, female and neuter versions. Perhaps the dragon’s clasping of its two manipulator hands to its yellow-scale chest signaled a need for contact with a fellow T’Chak? A female perhaps? After all, even an alien with three brain clusters could feel emotions. 
 
   Maybe, just maybe, Mata Hari’s emotionality growth was affecting  BattleMind? He knew that months ago it would never have made any effort to shield him from its thunderous thought-flow. And while it spoke with disgust of its infestation by organic lifeforms, he knew that his actions had helped it perform its Task assignment better than it could do on its own. After all, a single battle won does not make for success in a long-term war. But would there be any organic T’Chak still alive, perhaps in stasis, somewhere in the Small Magellanic Cloud? BattleMind had made that claim right after its defeat of the Anarchate battleglobe in Halcyon system. Perhaps there were survivors in the Large Magellanic Cloud? They would traverse the outer portion of the LMC on their way to the SMC. Perhaps they could visit a world inside the LMC and discover, what? Well, they would see whatever the future held for them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Two months later, Matt sat in the Interlock Pit with his organic and AI friends nearby, gazing at the incredible majesty of the Large Magellanic Cloud. Oblong in shape, measuring about 14,000 light years across, the cloud’s central bar and single spiral arm remnant were anchored by the red-glowing Tarantula Nebula at the far end, with a scattering of stars ranging from blue supergiants to red giants and millions of F, G, K and M-type main sequence stars at the near end. It had been a long trip along the Magellanic Stream, a journey of more than 160,000 light years to reach this outer edge of the cloud, before later following the neutral hydrogen gas bridge over to the more distant Small Magellanic Cloud. For now, though, he just wished to soak in this giant jewel box of whispy red clouds, blue supergiants, yellow Sol-type stars, white and yellow F and G stars, and the deep red of cooler, older M-type stars. While all such stars, gas clouds and nebulas could be seen in home galaxy, to see them in an array like this was truly magical. 
 
   “Beautiful,” whispered Eliana from her accel-couch nearby. “Does anyone know where in that immensity we will be heading? Where the T’Chak outpost is located?”
 
   Mata Hari moved to stand beside Eliana, holding hands with a mellow-acting Gatekeeper. “We do. Gatekeeper and I, we know the location. BattleMind shared it with us just before we left Translation. It is presently focused on trying to detect tachlink messages from T’Chak worlds here and in the Small Magellanic Cloud.”
 
   Suzanne brushed her yellow curls back from her freckled face. She squinted thoughtfully. “I thought the T’Chak only lived in the Small Magellanic Cloud. Is that wrong?”
 
   “You are both wrong and right,” Mata Hari said with a soft smile, clearly enjoying her new dress design by Suzanne that was based on a Croatian block-in-block motif. “Right in that the Cluster Prime of the T’Chak lies in the small cloud. Wrong in that the T’Chak Imperium expanded their colony worlds to include many inside the large cloud. When you are the sole intelligent species in the two clouds, it takes time to occupy millions of Earth-like worlds.”
 
   “Sole species in the clouds?” George said, stroking his beard. “That sounds unlikely. Mata Hari, what is the source for that data?”
 
   Matt’s AI partner looked to her newfound partner Gatekeeper, who had become more and more ‘people-like’ in his behaviors since joining their trek. “Maker of parks, I know only what BattleMind has told me. But you have studied the Anarchate memory crystal and also the backup memory module for our . . . director, the item BattleMind kept hidden from all of us until recently.”
 
   The holo of a middle-aged Greek man who was clean-shaven, with grey head curls, a squarish face and light brown skin, looked down at Matt then out to include everyone. “As Mata said just now, she is both right and wrong,” he said, his look that of an evening companion happy to be among friends. “The history modulus of the 94th Imperial Dynast of the T’Chak Imperium claims there are no other space-faring species in the two clouds. But it seems likely their definition of ‘intelligent species’ did not include alien lifeforms that existed only on a home planet. If they did not travel the star lanes, they did not exist.”
 
   Suzanne sat forward in her accel-couch. “Did they kill everyone off?”
 
   “Unknown,” Gatekeeper said. “But it is possible that in the 207,000 years since they were last heard from, that one or more planet-bound species has now achieved spaceflight. Including perhaps the Alcubierre space-time mode of travel.”
 
   Matt had wondered about that T’Chak claim. “So, Mata Hari and Gatekeeper, we should be alert to the chance that other species may be able to detect our gravity wave pulse when we leave Translation?”
 
   “Yes,” Mata Hari said, turning to look at the jewel box of the Large Magellanic Cloud. “And the first place to be alert is star system TC44391, which lies just outside the LH95 stellar nursery region. It is an F7 main sequence star that is older than the stars in LH95. The system has five planets, two of which are gas giants. Planet three was colonized by the T’Chak a half million years ago.”
 
   Eliana tapped her armrest. “Mata Hari, how far is that system from where we are now?”
 
   “Seven hundred forty-two light years. Close in stellar terms,” she said with a shy smile.
 
   Matt reached back and attached the optical fiber neurolink cable to the back of his neck. “Then I guess we should be heading that way. We can leave for the Small Magellanic Cloud only after BattleMind has a chance to inspect this planet and its automatons for news about his makers.”
 
   A weak cheer sounded from his friends just before Matt submerged his awareness into that of the ship, Mata Hari and Gatekeeper, the distant purple glow of BattleMind, and the Alcubierre Drive modulus. He avoided ocean-time and stayed within his normal neurolink. With a PET thought-image he moved them all into a new space-time universe that would last for the two days it would take to arrive at TC44391. He looked forward to escaping his tech-mech rapport and going for a swim in the lake with Eliana. It might be his last chance to claim normal ‘human time’ with his love. Once they arrived in the T’Chak system he suspected things would get confused, frustrating and perhaps dangerous.
 
    
 
    
 
   George sat tensely in his accel seat, his attention focused on the front holosphere that glowed just above Matt’s curly black hair. His hands gripped the couch arms as he tried to appear relaxed and calm for Suzanne, now sitting behind him. For her, for her peace of mind, he must be calm and confident. Like Matt.
 
   Mata Hari hung just outside system TC44391, its bright –yellow-white star occupying the center of the holosphere. They lay within the star’s Kuiper Belt of proto-cometary objects, stealth-shielded against all detectors thanks to the Alcubierre defense fields. After the Bogean Harmony surprise and the worry about new space-traveling species, Mata Hari and Matt had insisted on such a cautious approach. Before them the holosphere filled with endless historical readouts on the T’Chak colony world, and the ribbon of satellites and debris that circled the third planet. Once again Matt sat in the Interlock Pit, lightbeams invading his inner core. 
 
   In front of George 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 group breakfast, she’d been friendly enough, though she had talked only of minor things. She and Suzanne both seemed aware that new unknowns could carry unpleasant surprises.
 
   “Do not worry, dear George,” said the holo of Mata Hari as she stood to his left, still holding hands with the Greek gardener persona that Gatekeeper preferred. “Matthew and I have entered many systems this way during our years of Vigilante work. It is time-consuming, but wise to enter quietly an unknown place.”
 
   Eliana looked back, her albino white face appearing tense. “But Mata Hari, you two have the historical records and images from the T’Chak History Modulus. Isn’t that enough?”
 
   George had thought book learning sufficient, before he arrived at Omega and learned how vital it was to read the body language of a species, not just know its description. Arriving here more than 200,000 years after the modulus had been created was the same. As Mata Hari patiently explained.
 
   “My dear, this is not Halcyon or Galifray systems, where people visit often. This is an old, old star system that should be emitting a barrage of tachlink and EMF signals, like those we detected at Morrigan,” the AI said as she smoothed the chain-mail she now wore, with her sword affixed to her back. “Yet we discern no such signals. We detect no starships. There are no mobile neutrino emissions, a reliable indicator of someone moving through space. Finally, the atmosphere of the planet does not show elevated pollutants, which accumulate even on a world where fusion power is primary. That says this is a tech-dead world. But why is it dead?”
 
   Matt nodded even as his attention fixed on the holosphere. “I’m out of ocean-time, for now. And Mata Hari is quite correct. Our job is to visit that world and learn why it is dead. Or, why it appears to be dead.”
 
   To George’s right, beyond Matt, grew a purplish holocloud that grew larger until the twelve-foot tall dragon form of BattleMind appeared. The alien AI’s scaly black wings spread wide, its toothy long mouth party opened and the armor plates on its back and sides bunched together as if it too was tense. “There is no tachlink response to the code I have emitted. Any automaton of my like, or even a non-aware device, would respond. If there were power and if there was something able to respond. Let us proceed inward.”
 
   “Agreed,” Matt said. “But we will dribble out SpyEye Remotes, sensorBeads, sensorProbes, and tachRemotes in case someone else enters space behind us.” His left hand gripped his arm-rest and starship Mata Hari moved forward on its deut-li thrusters. Eventually they would reach one-half lightspeed, then reverse half way there so they could come into a high orbit about a world that glimmered blue from oceans, brown from deserts and green from scattered forests and meadows. 
 
   George looked back over his shoulder at his combat suit. Soon enough he would enter the suit and join Matt on any space or land foray that they undertook. He hoped that this time he would be as useful in spotting the unexpected as he had at the Trans-Galactic office. And he hoped that dead really meant dead.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt gazed at the planet below him in normal-time mode, the lack of any activity by ancient comsats, habitat debris and a few polar orbit geosync satellites gave him hope that the planet below really was tech-dead. And while he now spoke and thought at human speed, the optical neurolinking lightbeams that caressed his skin in the Pit gave him backup as needed. 
 
   The silvery shine of giant cities spotted the planet’s various continents, even though green overgrowth had spread little fingers down the transit routes of the radial design of each city. Similar metal reflections showed around large lakes, some high peaks and at the polar ice caps, indicative of a species that did not accept weather or geographic limitations on their life choices. After all, this was a colony world of the T’Chak, the perfect species, a species that was equally at home flying in the sky or treading along pathways between high-reaching buildings of stone, ceramic, metal and glass, each building a marvel of intricate design. Perhaps he would have liked meeting an organic T’Chak, if they could put aside the ‘we are perfect’ persona for a moment. This world suggested they had much to be proud of in how they lived their lives.
 
   He looked aside at the somber dragon AI. “Well, BattleMind, where do you wish to go, or visit?”
 
   “The city urbus beside that large inland lake, at the equatorial continent. The Planetary AI is always located in the Imperial Urbus of each planet. That urbus is below us.”
 
   He spoke to Mata Hari both aloud and through mind-link. “Is Ariadne ready for our journey?”
 
   “Yes, Matthew,” said his partner, still dressed in her chain-mail, leather skirt and steel saber. Her look was somber. “And dear ladies, I know you wish to breath the air of a planet after three months aboard this ship, but let Matt, George, BattleMind and myself first establish the safety of this world below.”
 
   “Damn!” muttered Eliana. “How did you read my mind?”
 
   “Mine too!” said Suzanne with a sigh. “I don’t have those nanoBit computers in me like George does.”
 
   Matt bit his lip to keep from laughing. Gatekeeper stepped back to view the other half of their crew. “Eliana and Suzanne, it is logical for a visitor to a new world to visit it. But George and Matt are now a combat team, well able to defend themselves. While you two may out-think our gentlemen, it is best for them to go first. Is that agreeable?”
 
   He marveled at how the Omega AI was so incredibly diplomatic. Rather than give an order, it explained and asked for compliance.
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s agreeable,” muttered Suzanne. “At least Eliana and I can see what you folks encounter thanks to the helmet cams of those suits you wear.”
 
   All true, Matt recalled. He climbed out of the Pit, then looked at George. “Shall we suit up?”
 
   “Sure,” George said, getting out of his accel-couch and then stripping off his shirt and pants. He headed for his white ceramic armor suit, resting against the back wall of Bridge, just like Matt’s own Suit. With a wave and a smile at Eliana, he too headed for Suit.
 
   “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 fiber optic 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 chain-mail clad battle maiden of Nordic legend. Her black eyes carried a intense look of duty that matched his own feelings. “Like my look?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “I especially liked it when we boarded the harvester starship. I believe your look helped to reassure the captives.”
 
   “Thank you!” she said, a dimple-smile breaking through her intent look.
 
   He turned, waved at a suited up George, then mind-cast to the holo form of BattleMind. “Shall we depart?”
 
   “Follow,” growled the giant dragon as it stomped out of the Bridge and down the Spine hallway, heading for the space above the shuttle’s hangar. Clearly it had chosen to adopt the ‘get there on foot’ motif of normal organics. 
 
   Matt smiled to himself, waved at Gatekeeper who was staying behind, then turned his thoughts to the internal checkout of Suit’s systems, sensors, weapons and life supplies. While he did not expect a battle once they landed, he had long ago adopted the life mantra of an obscure human group. Their customary motto was “Be Prepared.” He had always liked that phrase. Almost as much as the Paladin motif of “Have gun, will travel.”
 
   This time his travel was on an alien planet filled with unknowns and puzzles. At least the instant communications via tachlink would keep everyone on the same level of awareness. Now, if only their arrival did not activate some kind of automatic defense machinery.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two yellow laser beams hit him and George seconds after they stepped out of Ariadne and onto the central plaza of the capital city. Twisting, he let his sapphire crystals flare away the beam as Suit automatically backtracked the beam and fired a shoulder pulse-cannon at its dome top location.
 
   “The Defense Modulus has shut down at my command,” BattleMind said in his mind as Matt and George stood up from their automatic squat and shelter effort. 
 
   Matt stepped into a water fountain bowl, standing with its central pedestal to his back even as the brown-stained water at his feet rippled away sluggishly. Nothing tried to bite his boots nor did the pedestal release a shower of water. Clearly that part of the plaza had died long ago.
 
   “Damn it!” he said to the rushing mind-current of BattleMind. “Why didn’t you sense the power level of that laser mount? Even at rest mode it should have emitted a power signature you could read!”
 
   “Matthew,” said the nearby holo of Mata Hari, “we lack all of the instrumentalities we have aboard the ship. Remember, our holos here are projections from holo emitters seeded into yours and George’s suits. So, we act through devices in each suit. Not through our own instrumentalities.”
 
   BattleMind ignored his complaint as it spread its massive wings and began holo-walking toward the massive yellow geodesic dome that fronted on the open square. “The Planetary AI is based inside that structure, the one where the defense beam came from. Follow.”
 
   “Matt,” called George over Suit’s comlink, “do I stay outside and keep guard against something else automated?”
 
   “No, come inside with me and the others. But do tell your suit to eject some SpyEye floaters just outside the entrance. We can keep an eye on everything from their vidfeed.”
 
   Matt walked up to the stone bulwark that surrounded the yellow stone of the giant dome. Unlike entrances to places where ground-bound folks lived, this place did not have a ramp or stairs to provide access to the giant archway that was an obvious entry point. The people here, who used to live here, flew up to the bulwark and just walked inside. 
 
   “George, Nullgrav on the boots,” he said, releasing a flock of SpyEye remotes and sensorBeads from Suit as he rose up the three meter face of the bulwark. He tasked them to float around and inspect any building with open access to the interior. He wanted to see what condition the interior of the buildings were like, especially any habitat blocks. Were there people bones lying around? Did things look like a shambles inside? Were there active house AIs? Was anything living inside the tall buildings and house blocks? There were several wrecked groundskimmers and cargo floats on the plaza surface, but no lifeforms beyond dead leaves. He noticed George lifting his Magnum laser rifle to port-arms position as he rose, showing readiness in case another laser mount tried to zap them as they entered. Good.
 
   “Matt,” called George. “I see dead leaves, thick dust and pebble-sized debris lying on top of this bulwark. Also, my eye scope sees the same thing in nearby walk-streets, though distant alleys are overgrown with jungle creepers and small crevice plants. I’m putting my suit’s Combat CPU on AutoDefense mode.”
 
   Just right. Matt signaled Suit to do the same, though he kept the reaction zone fairly small. He didn’t want Suit to attack his combat partner. Arriving at the flat expanse of yellow stone that gave access to the wide archway entrance, he settled down onto the dusty yellow stone and looked to his right as the holos of Mata Hari and BattleMind also stood on the flat stone. He noticed that Mata Hari’s boots did not leave an imprint, unlike her movement in the park or elsewhere inside their ship. Not enough mini-tractors available from Suit, he assumed. He strode forward in Suit, his own Magnum rifle held in his right hand as his left pointed fingertip lasers ahead. The 360 AllAround vision afforded him by Suit’s helmet was good for seeing lifeforms trying to sneak up on him, but somewhat disorienting when he moved. But seven years of Vigilante work had taught him how to split his visual awareness in several directions.
 
   The wide archway showed no sign of individual stones, unlike human archways. While the building exterior showed the flat triangle slabs of a geodesic design, it appeared to be a unified structure. Whatever. After sending a SpyEye floater ahead in order to trip any entrance defense, he sent it further down a wide central aisle. It fed back to his helmet Eyes-Up display images in the UV, infrared, visual yellow and microwave ranges as his chestpack pulse-Doppler radar whined on.
 
   The glow of BattleMind’s holo came to a stop. “Strange. There is no sign of active ecofields or sensor emitters, such as is normal inside the structures of my masters.”
 
   Mata Hari pointed with her sword. “There are side hallways that intersect this aisle. They appear to be in radial mode, versus the right angles of some species.”
 
   “Of course,” BattleMind said verbally, even though the overflow from its mind made Matt feel crowded in his own mind. “That is the standard interior access design for all T’Chak structures. Let us move forward. My memory of the access mode to the Planetary AI module is that we must avoid the central convocation room and turn to the right down the fifth hallway from the building entrance.”
 
   George and Matt followed the two AI holos, their suits on 360 scan mode. Matt felt his biceps rocket guns rustle as they filled with Fire-and-Forget nanoshells, while his waistband neurotoxin gas dispenser vibrated as it loaded gas into miniature floater globes that would be spit out by either Matt or Suit’s CPU. His belly’s ultrasonic blaster had moved to Power Up status, read to liquefy the organic contents of any opponent. After years of Suit doing the identical preparations whenever they entered a likely battle zone, he might have smiled. Except his attention was focused on a brief flash of movement detected by his pulse-Doppler microwaves. 
 
   “Movement on the ground, small thing, at the entry to hallway Five, George and everyone. BattleMind, did you perceive any emissions?”
 
   The armor-plated back of the dragon bunched up and its wings lifted high, with the grasping claws at each wing’s forward edge opening and closing. Hungrily he thought. “No. But I am limited to the sensors on your combat suits and in the autonomous floaters and beads. We proceed.”
 
   Matt resumed his walk ahead as George brought up the rear, walking backward so he saw the receding entrance archway while Matt watched the views ahead. Then his left side faceplate Eyes-Up quadrant filled with four images transmitted to him by four different SpyEye floaters that had reached a housing block. This his AI friends needed to know.
 
   “Mata Hari, BattleMind, four of my floaters have found skeletal remains inside four different housing block locations. To me, the remains look . . . as if they died in place, not running from something. Either a killing gamma ray beam took them out with no structure damage, or maybe a bioweapon killed them.” Matt looked closer at the images. “The personal items often found in a home are present, like plates, goblets, wall murals and similar non-organic items. There is no evidence of the residences being ransacked by later raiders.”
 
   “Curious,” growled BattleMind. “I have even more questions for this AI, once we reach its residence module. Turn here, and follow.”
 
   Matt and George turned right down the fifth radial hallway from the entrance. They marched nearly halfway around the dome’s interior before the T’Chak dragon holo stopped, turned to face a wall of yellow stone, then reached out to claw at it with his armhands. Of course there was no mark left. Hissing with frustration, BattleMind’s angry image appeared abruptly in Matt’s mind. “This is the entry zone for the module that lies below us. But it is unpowered. Or, it requires an organic being to be within sensor perception. Stand before it and open your faceplate!”
 
   Matt slowed the rapid beating of his heart, resisted the impulse to say “Fuck You!” and walked forward to stand where the dragon holo had stood. With a blink of his right eye, he opened helmet’s crystalline faceplate. A scent of dryness and dust came to his nose. There was no moisture to sense nor any odor of decay. “BattleMind, this place seems to be—”
 
   “Opening,” said a harsh voice that seemed to come from the stone itself. The language spoken was unknown to him, but not to BattleMind since he felt the AI translate the phrase even as Suit’s external speaker heard it. A five meter high triangular slab slowly dropped down to floor level, leaving a dark open space before them.
 
   “It did require an organic,” muttered BattleMind. “At least this part of the structure has basic power. But I detect no building-wide power emissions, similar to the way your datapads link to one another by broadcast power. However, every T’Chak structure is built with radioactive power capsules that last a half million cycles, as a backup to the normal broadcast power. At least something of my masters continues to function.”
 
   Matt told helmet to close his faceplate. While he did not expect this place to be teeming with biospores, he did not believe in careless behavior. Carelessness hurt you every time. “George, follow after me as we three enter, but bring in a few sensorBeads in case the entry closes and blocks out any EMF reception from our little spies.”
 
   “Got you, Boss.”
 
   The two AIs entered the dark corridor that lay ahead. Matt followed behind, counting on his physical movement to tell any corridor sensors that people were about. Overhead, a portion of the ceiling began glowing, providing a whitish light that illuminated the corridor. Matt saw almost no dust on the floor, but what was there showed two tiny lines, as if something that ran on wheels or tracks had preceded them. The small object he’d seen with the microwaves?
 
   The corridor made a sharp right turn, then became a spiral ramp that moved downward. High enough for a full-sized T’Chak dragon, the width of the spiral corridor was broad enough for three of them to walk together. Though the white light did appear dim. Perhaps the radioactive power flow was very limited.
 
   “We are nearly there,” BattleMind said as the corridor ramp stopped descending and flattened out. 
 
   “So it seems,” Mata Hari said, holding her sword before her in a two-handed grip.
 
   Matt did not chuckle at the battle-readiness of his friend. For in truth she was his friend, and as real a part of his life as Eliana had become. He moved to the side of the corridor wall and stared at the image of a T’Chak dragon that was carved deep into the stone wall that blocked their further movement. “Do I open my faceplate again?”
 
   “No,” growled BattleMind. “But your suit with its external sound emitters is needed where I now stand. It will emit my T’Chak access code.”
 
   Matt moved to stand before the five meter high wall with the triangular shape. “Here?”
 
   “Wait, BattleMind!” called Mata Hari. “Matt, George, turn off your external Ears. The sound that BattleMind will speak is likely to damage your organic ears.”
 
   Damn. BattleMind should have told them that. It might be a little more organic-sensitive than before the Megadeen battle, but clearly it saw only its need and its Task. In his faceplate’s right quadrant he saw the signal from George that his outside Ears were off. “We are ready, BattleMind.”
 
   Flapping its giant wings, BattleMind roared a phrase that deafened Matt’s mind with his gale force strength, even if Suit insulated him from its ‘live’ sound. Thankfully the code phrase was short.
 
   The T’Chak dragon image glowed redly, similar to the eye color of BattleMind’s persona image. He reactivated Suit’s outer Ears in time to hear a grinding of stone against stone and the translated phrase “Enter, master of the race.”
 
   Matt and George followed the holos of BattleMind and Mata Hari into a large, dome-roofed space of round walls with no corners. His sensorBeads floated ahead and to other parts of a room larger than the Bridge on Mata Hari. The room was mostly open space except for a square black stone lying at its center. Atop the two meter high square rested a translucent globe that was slowly beginning to glow with a reddish light. Looking to be a meter wide, he wondered if this was the Planetary AI. 
 
   “It is the Planetary AI, Matthew,” said the soft voice of Mata Hari as she also mind-spoke. “Its container is similar to that used by Gatekeeper. Since we AIs think at the quantum uncertainty level, there is no need for a large volume to house our awareness.”
 
   BattleMind’s holo moved to stand before the red-glowing globe. It spoke in T’Chak, which Suit translated for him and George.
 
   “My identity is BattleMind, of Destruction Device 647 of the 94th Imperial Dynast of the T’Chak Imperium. Where are our organic masters?”
 
   A round patch glowed redly on the black stone square. “They are gone, Destruction Device BattleMind. Only you, myself, and similar awarenesses on other colony worlds still think, still remember the heritage of our builders. Why are you here?”
 
   BattleMind growled like a storm squall and flapped its wide wings. “No! It cannot be! There must be some Masters surviving. Perhaps in stasis chambers? From whence came the latest tachlink signal you have memory of?”
 
   “From the direction of Cluster Prime, perhaps even from the original home world. That was . . . long ago. None have visited me since that tachlink signal. Except for you. Why are you here?”
 
   “Tell it your Task,” Mata Hari said softly in Matt’s mind
 
   The fury that battered Matt’s mind as the purple cloud of BattleMind discovered facts it did not like, that fury retreated a little. 
 
   “I and my ship are here because I have fulfilled the original Task assigned to me and the other seven hundred Dreadnoughts. I have fought battles with starcraft of the Anarchate that rules the large galaxy nearby. I have gained intelligence of their bases, command structure, devices and organic components that will be vital to our future conquest!”
 
   The red-glowing globe grew darker, then paler. “A conquest that cannot happen without organic guidance. But I am unaware of any living T’Chak. Anywhere within tachlink range. Which includes both clouds, as you know. Your return is appreciated, but now you must join your brethren that orbit the Lacunae Mindworks. Until our organic masters return, there is no conquest that we can—”
 
   “No!” screamed BattleMind.
 
   “Yes!” yelled Matt into the mental cloud of fury and anger that was BattleMind. “Remember my first talk with you, after the Halcyon battle? We humans are organics. Other intelligent lifeforms in the Milky Way will join you and other Dreadnoughts in overthrowing the Anarchate. If we can get the cooperation of yourself and other AIs like this one. Does it have a name?”
 
   BattleMind’s red eyes glared at him from the holo, but his sense of its mind-flow carried a tone of . . . interest. The dragon holo faced back to the Planetary AI globe.
 
   “Your personal identity. What designation do you choose for yourself?”
 
   “The masters used to address me as Elegant Vessel.”
 
   “Tell me how our organic masters disappeared, why they died, as nearby bones seem to speak.”
 
   “There was a rise of social disruption as polities within the two clouds argued among themselves. That was normal to the history of the masters. What was not normal was the arrival of an organic-born disease among some lifeforms carried back by one of your Dreadnought brethren,” said Elegant Vessel. “This disease was airborne transmitted. It spread among the masters who entered the Dreadnought with the diseased lifeforms. The period between infection and the start of life decay was long enough for infected masters to travel to other worlds. Before such travel was suspended, every world of the Imperium was infected. Including this world Lomax, imperial capital for this sector of the larger cloud.”
 
   Matt PET thought-imaged his suspicion to Mata Hari. “Could this disease have been something like the Bird Flu or MSR that humanity suffered from, before we developed the Universal Enzyme to protect against such airborne diseases?”
 
   “Matthew, it is possible,” she said.
 
   BattleMind ignored their byplay, its attention focused on learning the details of how its masters had died. “Elegant Vessel, show me an image of this diseased lifeform.”
 
   “This is the deadly lifeform the Dreadnought brought home.” 
 
   A holo took shape above the red-glowing AI globe. As the holo cleared, Matt saw a small dinosaur, feathered with wings, about the size of a chicken. Could there have been a few survivors from the age of dinosaurs? Some small critter that survived the Great Extinction event 65 million years ago? There were armored fish that had survived to the Information Age of Earth. Why not an ancestor of Earth’s birds. In which case, had the T’Chak visited Earth 207,000 years ago?
 
   “What planet and what star gave birth to this small monstrosity?” BattleMind asked.
 
   “This minor main sequence system.”
 
   The dino-bird holo blinked out and was replaced by a polar view of a yellow star with eight planets circling it. One planet, the sixth one, showed a small halo, or ring, circling the gas giant. But there were millions of Earth-like planets in the Milky Way, and gas giants with rings or moons about them were common. Surely there could be star systems with eight planets in them with one or more Earth-like worlds? It would be all too strange if a T’Chak visit to Earth led to the death of the T’Chak, even as humanity’s Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon subspecies competed among themselves.
 
   “The third planet outward from the star was the source of the diseased lifeform,” Elegant Vessel said.
 
   “I do not recognize this star system, though a study of the background stars and Cepheid variables may identify its location in the large galaxy,” BattleMind said. “Is this lifeform and the disease still living on this world?”
 
   “The lifeform died not long after its arrival, perhaps due to the higher ultraviolet of the world it arrived on. While located in Cluster Prime, the arrival world’s home star was a strong emitter of ultraviolet, which harms not the masters species, but did kill the deadly lifeform. As for the disease, it is assumed it no longer lives, since the native airbreathing lifeforms on this world did not show any illness after our masters died.”
 
   BattleMind flapped its wings slowly. “Were the local lifeforms affected by this disease?”
 
   “Yes, but only those within or near our cities and habitations. And only the airbreathing lifeforms. Those in the seas, lakes and at a distance were not affected. Cycles later, local lifeforms entered this city and survived, when previously they had died.”
 
   BattleMind swung its long, spike-tipped tail halfway around the room until it curled around the black stone that supported the red-glowing AI globe. “Then a visit to Cluster Prime and other colony worlds will not endanger my organic companions, two of whom accompany me and my Mata Hari modulus. They represent one of the minor species in the large galaxy. While primitive, they have proven useful in my learning of organic battle tactics.”
 
   “But why visit anyplace else? You will find the same lack of thinking lifeforms elsewhere. Why not stay here and . . . converse with me. The long sleep was boring.”
 
   Matt smiled, sympathizing with this ancient AI. Maybe it could join them aboard the starship. “BattleMind,” he called to the purple hurricane before it could reject the request. “Why not invite this AI to join us aboard the Mata Hari? If you do find living masters in stasis chambers, it will give this AI a reason for continued existence.”
 
   “Impudent organic!” snarled BattleMind. “My ship is my domain! I have more reason now to exclude organics from my domain. If one lifeform carries a disease that can kill a master, then perhaps all species need to be . . . restricted to your homeworlds.”
 
   Matt did not like this AI’s version of the Anarchate rule that enforced interstellar anarchy. “But Elegant Vessel is artificial, not organic. And the diseased lifeform is ancient on our time scales. Surely such a disease has now vanished from the T’Chak worlds and the home world where it arose.”
 
   “Yeah,” said George, whose expression in Matt’s left side quadrant showed he was alert to the danger that Earth might have given rise to an alien-killing microbe. “Elegant Vessel is lonely. It needs company. Just like your Mata Hari needed the companionship of Gatekeeper. She has functioned better since his arrival. Right?”
 
   The crocodile snout of BattleMind opened, closed, then opened with a guttural sigh. “Tracking the logic of you lifeforms is both disgusting and tedious. You are correct. Elegant Vessel may accompany us. It will provide me with the level of intelligence that is sadly lacking among you organics. And yes, Mata Hari’s functioning has improved since she began showing these organic emotion elements.” It unwrapped its tail from the stone block. “Do you need transport, Elegant Vessel?”
 
   “Yes, since this globular form lacks Nullgrav capability. But one of your organics can carry me. My weight is one-tenth that of a living master.”
 
   “George,” Matt said aloud, as his fatigue from BattleMind’s harshness made him doubt his ability to act as a beast of burden. “Will you carry this AI’s globe?”
 
   “Sure Matt. I’ve got the muscles for it.”
 
   His Irish combat mate stepped forward, waited for a red light pulse from the AI, then wrapped his armor-covered arms around the meter tall globe and lifted. “Ummph,” he muttered. “About fifty kilos it is. Not terrible. Can manage to get it to the shuttle.”
 
   BattleMind’s holo shape already stood at the open entry to the AI’s chamber. “Follow.”
 
   Mata Hari, Matt, and George with the Elegant Vessel AI followed the giant dragon out of the room, then up the spiraling rampway to the interior corridor of the yellow stone dome. As he walked, Matt gave thanks that he’d never thought-imaged the shape of Sol system or Earth or Saturn to the attention of BattleMind. Nor would he even mentally muse about that now. The last thing any of them needed was a T’Chak AI hell-bent on destroying Earth, or a planet like Earth, for its sin of killing its masters. Thinking of the billions of Earth-like planets in the Milky Way, and the variable numbers of planets that circled almost every one of the 400 billion stars in the Milky Way, Matt was sure he could divert any speculation by BattleMind about disease origins. After all, its primary purpose was to fight and destroy the Anarchate. And Stage Three of the plan he had presented to BattleMind long ago provided for just such a galaxy-wide campaign.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Eliana splashed lake water at Matt as they, along with George and Suzanne, swam like fish in the small lake created by Gatekeeper. The Omega AI’s holo sat nearby on a bench with Mata Hari, while Elegant Vessel roamed the park’s tree and brush zones as if seeking the secret of its lifeweb assemblage. The ancient T’Chak AI now moved atop a Nullgrav plate. While friendly to them all, it seemed most interested in the frogs, lily pads and small insects that Gatekeeper had kidnapped from Morrigan. But . . . where was Matt? He’d gone underwater after her splash and—
 
   Water spouted from Matt’s mouth as he surfaced in front of her. It hit the middle of her face. “Got you!” he said with a wide smile.
 
   She reached out and grabbed his wide shoulders, then pulled his nude body close to her own. Blinking water out of her eyes, she stuck out her tongue. “But now I’ve got you! You don’t get away, not without paying a price.”
 
   To the side George had likewise surfaced beside a freckled Suzanne as she wrung water out of her long yellow tresses. Their two friends glanced their way a moment, then turned to water tickling each other.
 
   “What price?” Matt said as her wrapped his strong arms about her waist as they stood belly deep in the shallow part of the lake. His deep brown eyes fixed on her, only on her even though Suzanne’s naked form was no doubt attractive to any male. She loved that about Matt, how he could focus intensely and to the exclusion of all else. Whether it was the overthrow of the Anarchate, the freeing of harvester captives or the pleasuring of her last night, their last night before emergence in the Cluster Prime of the Small Magellanic Cloud.
 
   “Just a kiss, my love,” she said, reaching up to caress his left cheek. It felt stubbly. But Matt had rejected the idea of growing a full beard like George’s black spade that lent depth to his Irish brogue accent.
 
   Matt leaned down, lifted her up a half foot and kissed her deeply, his tongue toying with her tongue. It was a loving kiss, just as his gentle hug was a sign of appreciation. But being a normal male, she felt his arousal against her belly. All men were this way, she had learned while still in school. Most women came into their own needs later in life. As she had, in a few affairs before departing on her search for a Vigilante to save Halcyon from the Stripper mining machine that the Halicene Conglomerate had emplaced. But these last four months with Matt, and the months before that as they fell in love during the battle for Halcyon, had brought her to a fuller awareness of her ability to respond to a loving man. With deep regret she pulled back from the kiss.
 
   “Thank you, my Matthew. The price has been more than paid.”
 
   He grinned, ran one hand slowly up her bare back, then lifted it clear of the water to cup her left cheek in the same way she still cupped his cheek. “You have helped me heal, my beauty. Thank you.”
 
   She gasped, recalling his memory of the last time he’d been with his parents and four sisters. She felt new wetness in her eyes. “So glad to know that, dear Matthew. But now . . . shall we join George and Suzanne for that picnic lunch Suzanne made for today? Her homemade bread is a wonder.”
 
   “Yes, most definitely we should enjoy this meal.” Letting go of her, Matt took her left hand and walked with her to the shore of the lake. “Too bad Mata Hari and Gatekeeper cannot enjoy the taste sensations of solid food.”
 
   Mata Hari looked his way, dressed now in another summer dress with a French lace pattern, courtesy of Suzanne’s pattern book. “But Matthew, I can enjoy the taste of food. If you don’t mind my use of optical neurolinking to your mind.”
 
   “Go ahead, link in,” Matt said with a chuckle as he bent down to pick up his yukata robe. “This robe leaves enough skin showing for you to do that.”
 
   Eliana wrapped her skirt around her waist and decided to go topless, as Suzanne was doing. After all, they had both seen each other’s man without clothes as they exited from their combat suits. And none of them were skin-phobic, unlike some human cultures. George, however, did like to wear his red and tan kilt whose pattern belonged to a Scottish relative. That still left plenty of hairy chest and black beard for her to appreciate. From a distance, of course. She and Suzanne had set the rules for dealing with their men shortly after leaving Megadeen and embarking on this long pilgrimage to the Magellanic Clouds. They had their time together as women, discussing food recipes and embroidery and board games they both liked, while the men spent their time in combat practice and in training George on the fine points of being in neurolink with his combat suit and its panoply of weapons. The evening meals they often shared, enlivened by the wine and beer given them by the Morrigan governor, made for a five nova meal anytime they wished.
 
   George looked up at her from the dark green grass where he and Suzanne now sat. “A platinum Standard for your thoughts?”
 
   She sat down beside Matt and smiled at Suzanne and George. “No charge. This time. I was just thinking how blessed Matt and I are to have friends like you two. I am more open-minded than before I left Halcyon, and Matt loves his foot races with you, George!”
 
   Suzanne laughed, her mezzo soprano voice a delight to hear. “And you, dear Eliana, are a wonder with research algorithms!”
 
   They laughed together, then began sharing the food hidden away inside a basket of branches taken from a tree native to Morrigan. Eliana hoped their time in Cluster Prime could be as peaceful and joyful as the present. But the unknown is always a surprise, and often dangerous she reminded herself. Still, they had spent four months in traveling 197,000 light years to the Small Magellanic Cloud, most of it in a peaceful manner. Those months she would always cherish.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt sat naked in the Interlock Pit, the fiber optic cable snugged into his neck socket, his hands resting on the control surfaces of his chair. Not yet in ocean-time, he felt shaky. The slow virus had hit him with a bout of diabetes a few days ago. The antiviral nanoDocs in his body usually did well to keep his biochemistry in balance, and to provide him with surge energy during a fight. But this ‘slow virus’ was a real bother. Well, maybe Eliana’s genetics work with Mata Hari would develop a vaccine. Or a Hunter-Killer retrovirus tuned to track down and kill only the slow virus. He hoped so. Anything that interfered with his ability to protect his three organic friends, while also working with the four AIs now aboard Mata Hari, that was what mattered most to him. To defend life, to destroy those who would enslave, it was a simple motto. But enough for him.
 
   “Matthew,” called Eliana from nearby. “What will we see upon emergence from Translation?”
 
   Mata Hari or Gatekeeper could have told her. But human to human was their way. A wonderful way. “Many many stars. A tapestry of white diamonds, red garnets, blue aquamarines, yellow quartz and orange citrines,” he said, recalling the dense starfield that was Cluster Prime. “Our earlier stop just outside the cluster allowed us to orient on the exact position of HomeWorld and its F7 main sequence star. We used the navdata of Elegant Vessel to project the star’s motion across the cluster, but after 200 millennia of moving through the cluster, our arrival point is not that exact. Which is why we are aiming for the heliopause of what the T’Chak call StarHome. We will arrive light hours distant from StarHome and HomeWorld. Which is how we usually exit Translation.”
 
   “Matt,” called George from behind him. “Any evidence of other space-going species since the mass death of the T’Chak?”
 
   “No,” Matt said as in his mind his internal timekeeper counted down the minutes until emergence. “But the data of BattleMind and Elegant Vessel are not current. And it only took humanity a hundred thousand years to advance from hunter-gather to Alcubierre stardrive. If there were planet-bound sapients on some stars in Cluster Prime, they could be roaming around by now. Especially since this cluster possesses millions of stars and thousands of habitable planets.”
 
   “Your statement is speculation,” said Elegant Vessel as it floated to Matt’s right, in the space often occupied by BattleMind. “Our T’Chak masters occupied 27,326 planets within Cluster Prime just before the disease killed our society. There were thousands more occupied planets in both cloud clusters. After two million years of growth and expansion, my masters had inventoried every main sequence star in this cloud and most in the larger cloud nearby.”
 
   “But,” said the holo of Mata Hari that stood beside Suzanne’s accel-couch, “did your masters inventory any planet-bound yet intelligent species?”
 
   “No,” said Elegant Vessel, its red-glowing globe shifting closer to Matt. “But why should they? There were no other space-going species in the two million years since they moved away from HomeWorld and out into the two clouds. Why search for the unlikely?”
 
   Suzanne chuckled. “Because the unlikely, over time, is guaranteed to happen. Somewhere,” she said to the Planetary AI. “Neither I nor George nor our Omega friends ever expected to see the Omega casino dome vaporized. But a genome harvester raid led Matt to leave his home planet, travel, find Protector training, then to link up with Mata Hari and this starship. The last one remaining in home galaxy, it seems. They then gave Vigilante help to Eliana’s planet, which resulted in the visit of an Anarchate battleglobe. Which visit led to the battleglobe’s destruction and the emergence of BattleMind. Those events then set Matthew, Mata Hari and BattleMind on the pathway to defeating the Anarchate by way of a visit to the T’Chak home cluster. Now, each of those events viewed singly would be rare or common. But linked together, as they have been, surely that meets your definition of unlikely?”
 
   In Matt’s mind a purple cloud swirled, grew larger and then appeared to the right of the Interlock Pit. BattleMind, it seemed, wished to see the condition of HomeWorld and StarHome. And perhaps to add its platinum Standard to the discussion of what was unlikely in a part of space-time where the four hundred billion stars of the Milky Way, and the several hundred million stars of the clouds, provided fuel for organic speculation.
 
   “Likely or not, this Destruction Device is returning to its home,” BattleMind said as its deep red eyes focused on the front holosphere, still grey from their presence in Alcubierre space-time. “What we find here will guide myself and Elegant Vessel in our future actions. You organics will then learn your roles in fulfilling the Task of the T’Chak Imperium.”
 
   Emergence is approaching, Matthew. Three seconds, said Mata Hari in his mind.
 
   With a grimace, Matt PET-linked to the racing thoughts of Mata Hari and, eventually, to those of BattleMind. Ocean-time flooded over him the way an ocean flows into a dry basin. Femtoseconds rushed by as picoseconds moved tick-tock past his awareness, and nanoseconds felt like long minutes. A torrent of data inputs filled his mind, his body, his senses, his awareness, it filled . . . every part of him except his soul. That he held separate, though how he did so he did not know. Time now for feeling the ship like a skintight vacsuit. Time to feel the energies surging from the ship’s fusion reactors to every habitat and weaponry space within the ship. And time to perceive this new space-time, as the front holo suddenly filled with millions of colorful jewels, with the yellow-white glow of StarHome at the center of the holo.
 
   “Home,” mused the soft mind-voice of Elegant Vessel.
 
   “Our masters’ home,” growled BattleMind, its dragon form flaring its black wings to full extension even as its spike-tipped tail flowed backward until it wrapped around the Memory Pillars that housed Mata Hari. “Surely at least one survives. Perhaps many. They were the perfect lifeform. Perfection cannot have disappeared.”
 
   Matt focused on the F7 star that the T’Chak called StarHome. He took a graphics download from a databyte nanocube resting in his prefrontal cortex, mind-viewed it, transferred the image to his contact lenses, and split his awareness between the databyte image of the system and the distant glow of StarHome in the front holo. 
 
   Fourteen nanoseconds, whispered Mata Hari in his racing awareness.
 
   The graphic image showed the system held seven planets. Planet One was an airless Mercury analogue, while Planet Two was hidden in white carbon dioxide vapor, its surface temp equal to that of Venus. Planet Three, while habitable to most lifeforms, was a humid, hot jungle world similar to how Earth had been during the Carboniferous Age, when oxygen levels were high, plant growth was everywhere, and the polar ice caps nearly non-existent. A nice home for lizards and sharks, given the shallow oceans that covered a third of its surface, according to the databyte’s ancient records. HomeWorld was Planet Four, a cross between Earth and Mars. It possessed small oceans, a good oxy-nitro atmosphere, temperate zone forests, broad desert expanses, and long strings of smoking volcanoes at the tectonic plate boundaries that split the planet’s surface into four continents. It was dry in most places, except for a few jungle-covered spots, while the high mountains created by crustal subduction were the site of T’Chak vacation homes. Or had been. HomeWorld was circled by a large moon nearly the size of Earth’s Moon. Beyond this planet-and-moon system lay two gas giants and an icy Pluto-type planet that orbited far out from the hot rays of StarHome. Being an F7 main sequence star, StarHome’s habitable zone lay further out than Sol’s, but included Planets Three and Four. Per the databyte, almost no T’Chak had lived on Three since they preferred a dry environment with the hot updrafts to be found in mountainous terrain. A feature not common on Three.
 
   Five hundred milliseconds, Mata Hari said.
 
   Dismissing the system graphic, Matt focused on the light signatures of StarHome and the planets made infrared warm by its stellar heat. The hours old emission spectra were nearly identical to the databyte’s historical records, except for the absence of pollutants in the air of HomeWorld. Another sign of the death of the T’Chak.
 
   “Neutrino detection!” said Mata Hari in his mind, her Spy persona showing intense surprise. “At Planet Three. In orbit it seems, though a hour will be needed to confirm that.”
 
   “But the neutrino emissions are not T’Chak!” roared BattleMind, the AI’s angry reaction making him feel seasick. “Invaders! StarHome and HomeWorld are being invaded! We must Translate there—”
 
   “In an hour or so,” Matt said into the maelstrom of the purple cloud, wincing mentally as BattleMind’s black claws and white teeth seemed to bite into his brain. “Please! Let us stay here and be passive. For the moment only! Let us gather intelligence just as we did when fighting the Anarchate.”
 
   One second.
 
   Mata Hari mentally moved herself between Matt’s mind and the hurricane torrent of BattleMind. “Master, Matthew speaks well! Let us gather intelligence before we jump into the unknown. There will be plenty of time to visit HomeWorld once we have dealt with this intruder.”
 
   BattleMind’s ruby red eyes stared at Matt, its mind-sense one of frustration and anger combined, as it understood his point but felt deep anger at having to accept his suggestion. “Accepted! But once we emerge close to Temtok, I will personally deal with this intruder. In the meantime, put this ship under stealth cover.” The AI’s mind presence disappeared, as did its lifesize holo. Beyond Matt, words were just being spoken by his normal-time friends. Blinking mentally, he exited ocean-time.
 
   “Matt, why did BattleMind leave?” asked Eliana. “Is there a problem or—”
 
   “Yes, but one we can handle,” he said, feeling exhaustion strike him both mentally and physically. “You see just the F7 star and the planets in the system, from the databyte info I posted on the wallscreen. But the ship’s sensors detected neutrino emissions from a starship in orbit about Planet Three. A world called Temtok, it seems. We are holding here for an hour to refine our remote sensing data, then we will Translate inward to the orbit of Temtok, there to . . . deal with this intruder.”
 
   “Deal with the intruder?” called Suzanne. “Is BattleMind going to destroy it?”
 
   “Unknown,” said Mata Hari as her Spy persona looked haggard and worried. “BattleMind must visit HomeWorld. It is convinced that living T’Chak will be found there. But it must now divert to Temtok to fulfill the primary duty of any Destruction Device—defense of the T’Chak domain. Which is why I am now enclosing our ship in the flat Alcubierre space-time fields. They will absorb our neutrino emissions and all other operations of this vessel.” Matt felt the Alcubierre fields wrap around them, leaving only a separate SpyEye Remote to monitor the intruder and send its dataflow to them via tachlink. “And it may not matter what these aliens intend. Their presence in our home system is . . . not something likely to be tolerated by BattleMind.”
 
   Matt leaned back in the Pit and closed his eyes. Thanks to Mata Hari’s intervention he had not passed out from the mind-flow anger of BattleMind. But now he had to think about how to save an alien starship that might not even be aware of them, or aware that StarHome was once the home space of a race of space-going dragons. Dragons who were deeply territorial, like all flying lifeforms. And the T’Chak had a history of ferocity that put an eagle or hawk to shame.
 
    
 
    
 
   Lateen of the Haktoon pondered the impossible. A quarter-cycle earlier, his ship and his clutchmates had detected the gravity-wave pulse of an arriving starship. It was a pulse identical to that emitted by every ship of theirs when arriving at their home world of Wetness. But according to the sensor echos from his Circle Panel, that ship’s neutrino emissions had now disappeared. How? The ship had not left this system, so far as they could detect. Was it an Old One returning home?
 
   “Navigator, does your own panel confirm the absence of the unknown ship’s neutrino emissions?”
 
   “It does,” clicked clutchmate Salseen from its own Circle Panel.
 
   The other five Circle Panels that lay atop the hull of their ship, much like the armor layer that shielded the top of every Haktoon, were equally absorbed in the job of orbiting their new home. Leaving to him and Salseen the job of Outer Watch.
 
   After a journey of twelve light cycles, they had arrived in a system once occupied by an Old One lifeform whose constructs still defended the drier planet further out. The Old Ones were a lifeform that was often airborne, based on ruins and carvings they had encountered in their home system. Perhaps it still lived somewhere nearby. But their journey to this star place was the first for his clutchmates, and only the second ever authorized by the Great Mother. Soon, he would have to present his knowledge offerings to the younger Mother who commanded all aboard his ship. What could he tell her of this strange ship that had appeared, then disappeared? Would there be conflict with an Old One? Were there other star-traveling species yet to be discovered in their egg cluster of stars? And would this now distant ship appear suddenly near the planet their young Mother had designated as the home for new generations of the Haktoon?
 
   “Clutchmate Madawan,” he clicked to his brother, who rested inside the Circle Panel that controlled ship’s power and spacedrive. “Move us close to the moon of Mother’s World. Perhaps our departure from this orbit will hide us from detection by this unknown starship.”
 
   “Complying, my commander.”
 
   Lateen focused two of his eyes on the space-normal sensor echos that spoke to his eyestalks in the language of bodyheat. Space was such a cold, waterless domain. It seemed as if the race must suffer the unnaturalness of this domain in order to locate new homes for their clutchlings. New homes with warm humidity, dense plant growth, new animal life that might be nourishing, and shallow seas that would nurture their egg clusters until the time of Landing for every Haktoon, whether Mother or Worker. Lifting two of his ten legs, Lateen tapped in an echo code for the few clutchmates allocated to Defense against hungry lifeforms. They had but a ten-pack of such weapons, but defend the young Mother he would. As would every Worker onboard the Lustrous Wetness. Everyone except the double-ten of Workers who had landed on Mother’s World with the young Mother. They must survive as they could.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt’s mind swam in the dataflow of ocean-time as the ship left Translation and appeared three planetary diameters out from the surface of Temtok. Their appearance would cause mild earthquakes on the humid world, but not affect its orbit. Or so Mata Hari had assured him after they had confirmed the orbit of the intruder starship. They had Translated fifteen light-hours from the heliopause inward to StarHome’s third planet. Where, it seemed, BattleMind wished to erase the intruder. An action that Matt could not permit.
 
   “Where has it gone!” snarled BattleMind’s mind-voice.
 
   Extending his ship senses out to ten light minutes, perceiving in UV, infrared, microwave and yellow-white starlight, Matt searched for the neutrino signature of the intruder. So long as the intruder was not lying between them and the local star, the artificial neutrino emissions of a fusion power plant were always as bright as a candle in a cave. Ahhhh.
 
   “Beside this planet’s moon,” Matt said, tossing a PET thought-image to the purple cloud of BattleMind. “It is orbiting just a hundred kilometers above the moon’s surface. It seems it detected the absence of our neutrino emissions and sought to hide its own presence.”
 
   “BattleMind,” said Mata Hari in the first milliseconds after their arrival. “Let us contact this ship and discover—”
 
   “A laser beam will be my contact!” it roared, activating a spinal hydrogen-fluorine laser dome before Matt could block it.
 
   It took the beam less than five light-seconds to reach from Mata Hari to the brown disk shape of the alien intruder. Matt shifted to gestalt thought mode and shut down broadcast power to that laser, then told all the ship’s lasers to shift control sensors to a wavelength unknown to BattleMind. In his mind, the return light echo showed a black spot on the upper hull of the alien ship, then a spurt of yellow as its fusion pulse shipdrive moved it into a jerky effort at avoiding a straight-line course that would allow easy targeting. In his mind, BattleMind roared its outrage.
 
   “Human! In seconds I will reset the laser access frequency and finish the extinction of this intruder!”
 
   Seven seconds, said Matt’s onboard nanoware timesensor.
 
   “I cannot allow the death of a starship that has not tried to harm us,” Matt said in mind-flow, gritting his teeth against the pain of the T’Chak AI’s outrage. “Please! Remember our Stage Three agreement! I will assist you in overthrowing the Anarchate! But you must accept me as a partner, not just a tool.”
 
   The adjacent holo of BattleMind, moving in slow human time-mode, stopped its effort to strike him with an immaterial wing. “Partner! Your mind is weak, your thoughts are slow and your brain is imperfect,” it roared.
 
   “But my human sneakiness tactics have helped you,” he groaned mentally, wishing he did not have to fight the dragon on a hundred fronts inside Mata Hari as the AI made dozens of efforts to circumvent Matt’s lightspeed hijinks that constantly changed control frequencies for the normal weapons of the starship.
 
   “The Graviton Beam is under my personal control,” muttered BattleMind. “This intruder will become a speck of compacted neutrons, unable to—”
 
   “Stage Three will fail without me and my friends.”
 
   BattleMind let go its activation of the Restricted Room graviton weapon and focused its red eyes on his mind. “How will it fail? Hundreds of my brethren are now resting at the Lacunae Mindworks. With their help I can—”
 
   “Waste your efforts,” Matt said, his energy levels flagging. “Study this book, How The Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict by Ivan Arreguin-Toft,” he said hurriedly as he PET mind-sent the book file to BattleMind. “It holds many combat lessons learned by early human rebels such as Mao Zedong, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Sun Bin. And we will need the scheming insights of Chanakya in turning the tables on those in power, as the great Hindu wrote in The Arthashastra. These are but a few of the human sneakiness elements that you need.” 
 
   “Destruction of this intruder is not needed,” said the intruding thoughts of Elegant Harmony, its mind-flow appearing as a golden cloud. “If there are no living T’Chak, it matters not who visits this system. If there are living masters, we should consult them before acting harshly.”
 
   “Agreed,” Mata Hari said over their common mind-link. “Master of this ship, I have done my best to relate to organics whom you see as inferior. I tell you they are not inferior. Just different. And very valuable to your old Task, and perhaps to new Tasks that may yet come if we discover a living master on HomeWorld. Put aside this violence and let us seek communication with the intruding starship. After all, they sought to hide, not to attack us.”
 
   BattleMind’s dragon body shuddered in Matt’s mind, its armor plates bunching up on its sides and spine. The massive wings slowed their flapping. Its forearms crossed over its yellow-scaled chest and its crocodile mouth opened slowly.
 
   “The guidance of a master is preferred to automatic action,” it growled, still angry at Matt’s interference but its mind-flow felt gentler than he had ever experienced. “And the mind sharpness of Elegant Harmony is as soothing as I had hoped to experience. Even you, Mata Hari, are enhanced by your . . . efforts to serve me.” It blinked slowly, its gaze turning thoughtful. “You may proceed to seek communication with this intruder. Once we know its intent, we will go to HomeWorld and seek a living master. So much has changed since I was brought to awareness that . . . that I find a need for guidance from our perfect masters.”
 
   Matt let go ocean-time and gasped aloud as he fell back against the cold metal of the Interlock Pit, feeling intense shakiness from the diabetes. “Eliana! Help. We’re not fighting anymore. But I need electrolytes. And sugars. It seems that talking will require more energy than fighting.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Lateen of the Haktoon felt relief as the Old One’s starship ceased attacking. For an Old One starship it was, its outer shape showing the double wings, long snout and long tail of the carved images every Haktoon knew from Primary Level. Why it had attacked he did not know. But it seemed they would survive to learn the whys of some things.
 
   “Clutchmate Madawan, discontinue the evasion course,” he called. “We will resume our low orbit and see what happens next. Is anyone here familiar with the glyph-speech of the Old Ones?”
 
   “Not I,” clicked Navigator Salseen. 
 
   The other Circle Panels were equally negative in their click response. Then a panel node echoed to him from the Defense cadre. “Commander, clutchmate Argane here. I studied their glyphs before joining Mother’s Defense. But no one knows their meaning. My regrets.”
 
   Lateen raised up on all ten of his tube feet, his four eyes taking in the entire Command Deck of seven Circle Panels. “Then I will have our Library computer emit the mathematical Contact code that the Great Mother created in case of contact with lifeforms not of the Haktoon. Transmit on the hydrogen emission frequency, Navigator Salseen.”
 
   “Complying, Commander.”
 
   In space no one can hear a commander’s three hearts beating. No one but himself. Giving thanks for the ending of the attack, but preparing himself to sacrifice his life and his ship in defense of the young Mother now on the planet below, Lateen allowed himself to wonder. What would the Old One say to them? And why had the Old Ones disappeared to leave their structures to decay from the ravages of weather and time?
 
    
 
   # # #
 
   Suzanne moved to help Mata Hari with the effort to establish communications with the alien starship, using the algorithms they’d relied on to talk with the Bogean Harmony. Then an insert image showed in the holosphere’s globe of black space, the green and blue planet of Temtok and a tapestry of closely-packed stars. It showed a series of ten-pointed stars arranged in a mathematical progression of one through ten, then increasing in complexity. The series was arranged in a circle, for some reason.
 
   “Mata Hari!” she called. “The alien ship is sending a standard First Contact mathematics code. Are you linking it into our Bogean algorithm?”
 
   “Yes,” said the suddenly alert holo of Matt’s partner, her persona changing from tired Spy mode to the embroidered summer outfit that Suzanne now knew indicated her happy mood. “It is very similar to the First Contact modalities used in the Anarchate.”
 
   Matt set down his squeeze bottle of pink lemonade and looked over his shoulder to her. His smile looked tired but happy. “Well done, mistress of the computers! Maybe George and I can avoid a ship boarding. I love being in Suit, but I am growing tired of always treating everyone else as a potential enemy.”
 
   The red-glowing metal globe of  Elegant Harmony floated over to rest between her couch and George’s. Her lifepartner fingered his beard, then smiled at her. “I agree with Matt. Combat when necessary, getting drunk whenever possible!”
 
   “Weakening your mind processes is not advised,” said the soft voice of Elegant Harmony. “We may yet be ordered to dispose of this intruding vessel. But communicating with it allows us to provide better data for any living master.”
 
   “Exactly,” rumbled the giant form of BattleMind’s holo shape. “My T’Chak masters always took the time flow needed to better understand an issue. That is why they dispatched me and my brethren to your Milky Way galaxy. They were willing to take the time needed for an in-depth inventory of Anarchate resources, starships, shipyards and control centers.”
 
   “Which we have partly done,” Matthew said from the sunken cone of his Interlock Pit. “More remains to be done, before we depart for the Lacunae Mindworks.”
 
   “Without a doubt,” said Mata Hari’s holo.
 
   “Agreed,” said Elegant Harmony.
 
   “Correct,” rumbled BattleMind, its mood amazing to Suzanne. While clearly impatient, the T’Chak AI now sounded thoughtful. Such a pleasant change. 
 
   “Conversation before assumption making is always desirable,” said the warm voice of Gatekeeper as it stood beside Mata Hari.
 
   Eliana looked back at Suzanne, her white face looking tired but happy. “When four AIs agree on anything, you know the universe is in perfect balance!”
 
   Suzanne would have choked on a drink of water, let alone wine or lemonade, if she had been drinking. Instead, she laughed very loudly. “Yes, yes, ohhhhh yes!” she said to Eliana.
 
   Matt looked at them both, then aside at the holo shapes of the four AIs. “You know, I’ve never been in the company of four AIs at the same time. Until this long trek. This seems like the perfect time to bring out a bottle of champagne. George, is there any left from the Morrigan supplies?”
 
   “Yes,” her lover said eagerly. “I volunteer to run and get it!”
 
   Suzanne, Eliana and Matt laughed loudly, then as the four AIs looked puzzled, they laughed even louder.
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt looked at the image of what resembled a cross between a land crab and a starfish. Resting within a circle of control panels, an alien with the name of “Lateen” stared out at Matt with two of its four eyestalks. The eyestalks sprouted just below the brown armor-skin that capped a radial symmetry lifeform with ten flexible legs. A crab-like mouth with chewing palps occupied the center of the creature. It most resembled a fat discus with eyestalks that sprouted every ninety degrees of its upper body. It wore no clothes, but the skin below the armor cap looked pinkish with white nodules. But those colors and shapes were an illusion as the skin suddenly changed color to match the brown metal of the control panels. Somehow, this creature possessed the chromatophore skin cell ability of Earth’s octopi. And Matt’s appearance must have startled it into an autonomic Flight-Hide reaction.
 
   “I apologize for my unusual shape,” Matt said aloud, trusting to the ability of Suzanne and Mata Hari’s translation program. “My species is land-evolved. While the shape of this T’Chak lifeform that stands at my side is both land and air capable. We have returned to this star system after a long absence. The star and its planets are the home world of my companion, BattleMind. That is why our ship fired at you. Once. It was an instinctive reaction.”
 
   The two eyestalks gradually lost their brown color as other body parts resumed the pink and white nodule appearance. The eyes atop the stalks moved in a way that showed the alien automatically used binocular vision to see its environment. “Apologies for my own instinctive reaction. Each of you resembles land creatures that once hunted my species. Before we created the Mother Combine that now guides all we do. We call ourselves the Haktoon. What do you and the Old One call yourselves?”
 
   “Human,” Matt said, noticing that behind the ship commander lay six other metal circles, each with a Haktoon resting in the center.
 
   “T’Chak,” rumbled BattleMind as its holo image spread its black wings. “You are trespassing on one of our worlds. I fired on your ship because it is our nature to defend our home space. What is your intention in visiting this star?”
 
   The two eyestalks of the Haktoon commander shifted from Matt to BattleMind, then seemed to look beyond them at the shapes of George, Suzanne, Eliana, Gatekeeper and Elegant Harmony, before swinging back to the holo of BattleMind. “We have only recently developed the MotherFlight stardrive. This is our second trip out from our home star. We seek warm, humid planets like the one below to colonize with our Mothers and our egg clusters. We did not detect any living . . . T’Chak on the planet’s surface, and the few constructed locations are abandoned. While our species has labeled you the Old Ones, based on ruins on our world, this is the first time we have encountered a living T’Chak. Is there a reason we cannot occupy this unused world?”
 
   Matt raised a hand to gain BattleMind’s attention, then said via neurolink mind-talk, “Be patient. You know you can destroy this ship and these aliens. But any living master may wish to know of them. After all, they are the first space-going species to appear since the death of your masters.”
 
   BattleMind opened its white-toothed mouth, its red eyes focused solely on the alien commander. “Yes,” it said to the alien. “It is a world that belonged once to the T’Chak. And this is our home system. The star is StarHome and the fourth planet out is our birth planet, HomeWorld. I must speak with one of my masters before I know what is allowed. You are . . . invited to accompany us to the fourth planet, which was our purpose in materializing outside this system.”
 
   Clicks sounded in the background as other Haktoon expressed their views to the alien commander. Some were angry words, some words were despairing and a few sounded curious. Lateen stood up from its rest-bowl. Its mouth-palps moved.
 
   “We accept your invitation to visit planet four. We tried to approach it but artificial satellites in low orbit fired on us, causing us to flee. Since we are a colonizing vessel, we are not outfitted for extended fighting. We hope your masters will accept us as your friendly neighbors.”
 
   BattleMind lifted its spike-tail. “The Defense devices will not harass you if you stay close to my ship. Accompany us and we will both have time to visit with the masters.”
 
   Matt gave mental thanks he had not had to threaten rebellion against BattleMind’s Task plan. It was, after all, what he most wanted. A galaxy with some degree of law, some kind of centrally-enforced justice, an end to bondservitude and an opportunity for stars to join together in more than trade. Perhaps, if a living T’Chak could be found on HomeWorld, BattleMind would come to accept his perspective on how to fulfill an ancient Task given by long-dead T’Chak. At the worst, they could find a T’Chak courier ship and try to make it back to the Milky Way. But his geis demanded he make every effort to overturn the society that had killed his Helen, and to bring freedom to other worlds. Such he would seek, no matter what the future held.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Matt had never seen the Bridge so crowded. When it became apparent the Haktoon ship could not hover on Nullgrav just above the Collegium Central city of the T’Chak, BattleMind had reluctantly agreed to take aboard the Haktoon commander Lateen and a Defense assistant by the name of Argane. While he occupied the Interlock Pit, with Eliana, Suzanne and George to his left and rear, the wide-bodied shapes of their alien guests filled much of the space to his right. As for the AIs, their holos or physical shapes occupied the rear of the Bridge, near the two combat suits. Except for BattleMind, whose holo stood forward, next to the front holosphere. At least the two Haktoon had affixed a translator comdisk to their upper shells so their click-talk could be understood by everyone else.
 
   Clicks sounded from Lateen. “You are not an organic, are you, BattleMind of the T’Chak?”
 
   The crocodile jaws of the AI who ruled Matt’s ship opened briefly. “I bear the image of my makers. My nature is that of a self-aware entity, like you. My physical embodiment is similar to that of the AI known as Gatekeeper, or the other globe that contains Elegant Harmony. We do not need to be organic in order to think. Or to control this starship. Understood!”
 
   In his mind Matt saw the skin color of Lateen and Argane suddenly change to silver, to match the flexmetal floor and walls of the Bridge. Slowly they resumed their natural color. The mouth-palps of Lateen clicked sharply. “Understood.”
 
   George, wearing only a kilt, looked over at the two starfish crabs. “Commander Lateen, how did you detect that BattleMind is not an organic? The holographic images of it and our friends Gatekeeper and Mata Hari are three-dimensional representations accurate to the smallest element.”
 
   “Bodyheat,” Lateen clicked at normal volume. “When the Day-Star sets, we see by the bodyheat that all lifeforms emit. When Day-Star rises, we see by the emissions you call ultraviolet. Sadly, we do not perceive these ‘colors’ that you, George, describe as a decoration format for your flexible body shelter.”
 
   Matt smiled to himself. To call a kilt a ‘body shelter’ would seem to be an insult to all that was Scottish. But George waved a hand toward the two starfish crabs. “Thank you. Our human vision is more limited. We do not see in either bodyheat or ultraviolet. Our vision matches the yellow of our home star, though we see well at night.”
 
   Argane the Defense alien clicked slowly. “And yet, your species became the dominant lifeform on your planet. How did that happen?”
 
   Eliana looked past Matt to the two aliens. “We are an adaptable species,” she said. “When the climate changed four million cycles ago on our home continent, we moved out of the trees to be ground-dwellers. A million years ago our ancestors adapted to similar changes and moved out of that one continent to occupy most of our world. More recently in time we occupied some shallow subsea environments. We soon moved to space habitats, then outward to nearby stars in Waves of colonization, similar to what your species now does. We are also a highly curious species.”
 
   Matt enjoyed the in-person reactions of the Haktoon, but his primary focus was on their descent from orbit to the surface of HomeWorld, where the ship would hover in Colossus Mode on four massive pressor beams. In the front holo, and in his mind by way of the cable, he saw the immensity of Collegium Central. The silvery shine of its three-sided buildings, the flaring of reflected sunlight from its glass structures and the radial symmetry of its primary land access routes occupied an oval space measuring four hundred square kilometers. Of note were pillar-like buildings that held wide flat roofs, perhaps landing roosts for the high-flying dragons?
 
   “Move to the central plaza nexus,” BattleMind said both in words and in Matt’s mind.
 
   “A beautiful city,” he said as his thoughts guided the Nullgrav flight of Mata Hari.
 
   “All creations of my masters show a sublime symmetry,” the somber AI said. “They are a perfect lifeform. Such perfection cannot have disappeared from this space-time.”
 
   Knowing the ability of stasis chambers to stop all physical processes while allowing the mind time for slowed down entertainment, thanks to his own lifepod experience seven years ago, Matt could believe a few T’Chak might still survive. But would they be sane after being in stasis for 207,000 years? 
 
   “Now hovering above the central nexus plaza,” Matt mind-spoke to BattleMind, whose purple cloud of awareness, while immense in its complexity, did not batter his mind. He gave a softly worded ‘Thanks’ to the cloud.
 
   “This ship’s flexible hull will enclose each of us and place us within the central plaza using a pressor beam,” BattleMind said, turning to face everyone on the Bridge. “Prepare yourself to be transported.”
 
   “Wait!” Matt said as he climbed out of the Pit. “George and I will wear our combat suits to the surface. In case animal predators now occupy the city.”
 
   “And I,” clicked Lateen, “do not understand this pressor beam. What is it? And will we be safe?”
 
   BattleMind spread its black wings wide open, with one wing passing through the Memory Pillar cluster that contained Mata Hari. “Safe you will be. The pressor beam is an invisible field the pushes and also contains. You will experience only the natural gravity of HomeWorld, which is similar to that of Temtok. Have you changed your mind about seeing a master?”
 
   “No,” clicked Lateen slowly. “We are prepared for descent to the ground.” It blinked its two nearest eyes. “We have never, in person, been so elevated above the ground.”
 
   Matt felt Suit close behind him and accepted the fiber optic cable connection to his cervical plug. The sense of the entirety of the ship was now restored. Avoiding ocean-time but accepting the inflow of multiple mind inputs, Matt felt and ‘saw’ the golden cloud of Elegant Harmony, the purple cloud of BattleMind, the red cloud of Mata Hari and the brown cloud of Gatekeeper. Next to him George also finished his suit adjustments. “Ready,” his combat mate said over the tachyon comlink.
 
   “Ready,” Matt said to BattleMind, whose thoughts seemed focused on the broad expanse of Collegium Central, searching in vain for any kind of tachlink signal, or controlled movement of any device like himself. None was present.
 
   “Departing for the surface,” BattleMind said as its holo disappeared.
 
   In his mind Matt perceived the shapes of Eliana, Suzanne, Gatekeeper and Elegant Harmony disappear through the flexfloor as the ship’s hull pouched open, dropping all of them into the air below, then downward to a white stone plaza bigger than the Arch de Triomphe plaza in old Paris. Leastwise, bigger than the datapad image he’d studied years ago. All sides of the plaza were fronted by buildings of various shapes. Which one would BattleMind head for?
 
    
 
    
 
   Lateen’s skin changed hues several times during the descent from the T’Chak starship, which still displayed its two-winged, long tail and toothy front. He noticed that at the edge of the plaza below there were four large depressions in the stone. Perhaps those were the touchdown points of what the T’Chak intelligence had called ‘pressor feet’. Just above him sounded the frantic clicks of Argane.
 
   “Commander! This is unnatural! It is—”
 
   “How we reach the land surface without use of our shuttle. Which was used to transport our young Mother and her two ten-packs to the surface of this Temtok just before the arrival of the Old One starship,” he clicked to his clutchmate. “Be patient. And be observant. This is the place from which the Old Ones ruled this entire star cluster. We have much to learn here.”
 
   His Defense clutchmate quieted. But inside himself, Lateen’s three hearts beat faster than normal.
 
   He gave thanks their ship had not tried to fight the Old One starship. The Haktoon had nothing like this flexible metal, or the hundreds of ten-packs of laser mounts. And the antimatter cannons that adorned each of the ship’s wings were a marvel also unknown to his people. Still, if they could be good students of an organic Old One, perhaps they would gain not just a new colony world, but an ability to rival the greatness of the Old Ones. After a few million cycles, he told himself.
 
    
 
   # # #
 
   Matt and George touched down near the center of the plaza at the same time. They turned backs to each other and began scanning the surrounding buildings in all wavelengths, while also being attentive to ground vibrations in case some device rose up from below the plaza’s surface. His biceps rocket tubes ejected dozens of sensorBeads, energy seekers, SpyEye floaters, with the Fire-and-Forget nanoshells held at the ready, in case some large creature disputed their presence. Meanwhile, in his inner mind, he felt the presence of all four AIs, and the nearby landing of Eliana in her own combat suit and Suzanne in her blue jumpsuit. 
 
   “Matthew!” called Eliana in an excited tone. “Look up! To the ship!”
 
   Activating the videye atop his helmet, Matt saw a large purple globe being pouched out by Mata Hari, then slowly descending on its own Nullgrav power. The globe was not smoothly round like the nearby globe of Elegant Harmony. This globe that he had never before seen was made up of triangular plates that made it resemble two geodesic domes joined at the base of each. As it grew closer he noticed glyph-signs carved into its metal, glyphs similar to those he’d seen on board the starship. 
 
   “BattleMind? Is that you?”
 
   “Yes,” said the T’Chak AI in his mind as its bodyshape holo appeared beside him and George. “I am bringing my awareness modulus to this search effort. Mata Hari’s mind modulus remains on board the ship. Though everyone is here in either physical or mind form.”
 
   And so they were as dear Mata Hari materialized in holo form, thanks to emitters from his Suit. Matt turned his attention back to the broad plaza and its surrounding buildings. The shapes were a mix of three-sided pillars, geodesic domes like the one where they’d found Elegant Harmony, cubes, glassine arches that seemed to be made of precious stones, a single round pillar that reached a hundred meters into the air to provide a high ‘roost’ landing spot for a species that flew more than it walked, and long sinuous waterways that were festooned with greenery. Sadly, he also saw dozens of floater wrecks scattered about the plaza, and similar debris beyond, according to his SpyEye floaters as they fanned out beyond the plaza, searching for life and for any threat.
 
   “To the pillar,” BattleMind said, moving toward the roost pole that stood near the center of the plaza.
 
   “Not that dome over there?” Matt said over mind-link.
 
   “The obvious is not always correct,” muttered BattleMind, the purple cloud of its awareness spreading out like Matt’s and George’s to envelope the plaza and buildings beyond. “I have emitted a neutrino recognition pulse that should prevent any hostile action by Defense installations. Here and below.”
 
   “Good,” said George, his bearded face filling Matt’s left side helmet quadrant. “I don’t like trying to guess where weapons are hiding.”
 
   “No need to guess,” BattleMind said. “Observe.”
 
   Around them, at the curve where the plaza met the surrounding buildings, there rose mountings able to project proton, carbon-dioxide and neutral particle beam lasers, along with KKM launchers, and a single long tube able to project coherent antimatter. Each Defense mounting aimed at them first, then elevated to where Mata Hari floated a thousand meters above them, then finally pointed outward toward the distant horizons.
 
   Matt gulped. “Uh, are they now set to defend us and the starship?”
 
   “Yes,” BattleMind said as they stopped before the black metal of the sky roost. “Follow me.”
 
   Matt and George waited for the globes of BattleMind, Elegant Harmony and Gatekeeper to enter the triangular archway that had suddenly appeared, as if this metal could pucker open like the flexmetal that made up the body of their starship. Eliana patted his armored hand as she passed by, while Suzanne tried to kiss George’s faceplate. She failed until he put one arm under shoulder and lifted her up. Matt wished he’d thought of doing that, but now was not the time for romance. Neither of the Haktoon starfish beings sought to comfort each other as they followed after the women. Anyway, now was the time to be on total alert. As he had told Suit’s Tactical CPU upon their landing. Its Threat Readiness icon showed pale green, signaling it was prepared to take over Suit and fight a combat retreat if Matt was somehow disabled. He followed George’s white shape into the shadows lying within the roost pillar.
 
   Blinking, Matt told his contact lenses to shift to UV, infrared, microwave and the yellow-white of StarHome’s natural daylight. He reset Suit’s danger perimeter to a half-meter just to be sure none of the nerve gas dispensers ejected while they walked down the spiral rampway that resembled the access route to the modulus habitat of Elegant Harmony. Round and round they walked, until Suit’s inertial sensor reported a depth of a hundred meters. Deep enough to avoid most bomb Remotes and deep penetrating assaults. Though an asteroid impact at planetary escape velocity would surely destroy anything in the center of Collegium Central.
 
   “No asteroid can ever reach this plaza, or even enter the atmosphere of HomeWorld,” said the voice of BattleMind as its swirling thoughts perceived Matt’s concern. “Recall the Defense satellites in low orbit? They have weapons similar to what appeared on the plaza. Plus our world’s single moon is home to Assault Remotes whose capabilities equal that of my starship. They signaled their readiness to me as we passed by the moon on our way here. HomeWorld is well-protected from any assault. The moon’s Remotes could defeat an Anarchate battleglobe. At least this system’s mechanisms are fully functioning, unlike those where Elegant Harmony lived.”
 
   “Good. And fortunate we are that the Anarchate is so distant from here,” George said as he overheard Matt and BattleMind’s mind-talk.
 
   Matt agreed. They all stopped before a five meter high entry point. BattleMind’s purple globe moved to float in front of it. “Eliana, please stand beside me in case the entry monitor needs to sense organic intelligence.”
 
   He and George kept part of their attention on the tachlink reports from the outside SpyEyes and sensorBeads they had both ejected earlier, while Suit tracked the purple glow of energy emissions in the nearby walls and the entry block. Which now emitted an ultraviolet glow. “No need for organic supplementation,” said a harsh T’Chak voice that resembled the normal voice of BattleMind. The entry voice spoke in T’Chak, much the same way Elegant Harmony had greeted them. “Enter, thought modulus of Destruction Device 647. Your organics and other thought moduli may also enter.”
 
   Ten people of various shapes and species entered the high entry arch. Beyond the arch lay a long rectangular room. Near the entrance stood a black cube and golden globe similar to Elegant Harmony, while behind the globe stood a dozen stasis chambers. Could they be—
 
   “Masters in stasis!” exclaimed BattleMind.
 
   “Incorrect,” muttered a red patch on the black stone cube. “There is but one organic master in residence here. Regrettably. Destruction Device 647 modulus who claims the identity BattleMind, what is the purpose of your presence, and the reason for the organics who follow you?”
 
   The holo of BattleMind showed its black scaly wings stretching fully open as its toothy snout opened and its red eyes fixed on the AI’s globe. “Thought modulus who calls itself Great Remnant, my purpose is clear. To complete the Task assigned to me before our masters became . . . ill. I have returned home to report on the battle efforts of myself and that rendered by some of these organics. I also bring two lifeforms of the Haktoon species, who arrived recently from a nearby star. They seek to colonize Temtok. I must speak with your sleeping master to obtain guidance.”
 
   “Colonize the home system?” muttered the voice of Great Remnant. “How dare they!”
 
   Matt’s Suit blared an alarm as a new holo took shape before them. Inside it swirled a T’Chak dragon even larger than BattleMind.
 
   “Why did you not destroy their ship!”
 
   “Knowledge,” growled BattleMind. “My . . . partner, who wears a cyborg combat suit and identifies as Matthew Dragoneaux, human species, home planet Earth, has shared with me the value of not underestimating an enemy. Or a potential ally. Awaken our master!”
 
   The outstretched wings of Great Remnant flared angrily, then it looked at the wide-bodied forms of Lateen and Argane, who had retreated to the back wall of the large room. “Small they are. I sensed their presence when they came near. Their ship retreated after being discouraged. Fortunate they were to approach no closer.” Great Remnant faced the red-glowing eyes of BattleMind. “My duty is to protect this last surviving master. But . . . its last words to me were to alert it whenever another T’Chak arrived. You are an embodiment of a master. You have brought me the company of Elegant Harmony. And you bring news our master may wish to learn. Your request is allowed. Proceed beyond my modulus globe and touch-activate the stasis chamber. For that you will need the warmth of an organic lifeform. Choose as you may.”
 
   Matt began to step forward when Eliana entered the personal space of BattleMind. “Use me. Two of my friends are in battle armor that does not allow the warmth of an organic appendage to register,” she said, her long black hair swirling about her albino white face. “Except for Suzanne and the Haktoon lifeforms known as Lateen and Argane, we are the only people in organic presence. Will you use me, BattleMind?”
 
   “Yes,” the AI said, its mind swirl reduced to that of a small storm. “Come. As may the rest of you.”
 
   Matt and George clanked after everyone else, their heavy boots making echoes bounce from the walls. Glow strips overhead shone with the yellow-white radiance of StarHome. They stopped before the wide aisle that ran between the chambers, with six stasis chambers to each side. The second chamber down on the left showed a few status lights and emitted a purple glow of power. BattleMind’s holo stepped forward, its spike-tail lifting to curl about the small control pillar that stood in front of each coffin-shaped chamber. If you could call a five meter long, four meter wide chamber a coffin. More accurately, it was a life container held in timeless mode by a stasis field. The chamber reclined at a forty degree angle, its curved top facing the central aisle. 
 
   “Human Eliana, please touch the control surface in the sequence indicated by my wingtip.”
 
   Matt’s awareness split to monitor the giant holo of Remnant Greatness who stood beside its globe and cube habitat, while everyone else was gathered nearby. Giving thanks for tachlink that kept him in touch with the friendly mind-glow of Mata Hari, he watched Eliana tap out a six point sequence, then place her palm against a touchplate. With a hiss and sudden increase in StarHome light, the near edge of the curved top slowly raised up until it reached vertical. Below it lay the reclining body of a four meter tall T’Chak, its black wings folded over its chest and abdomen, while its two strong claw feet tilted to one side. Its two eyes were covered by purple skin, while its head showed a red crest of armor plates like those that covered its back and sides. The shimmer of an invisible field encased it, then disappeared. From somewhere came a pressor beam to push down on its wide chest, while monitoring filaments withdrew from skin contact. A gasp escaped its toothy mouth. The body trembled. The folded wings rustled. Its spike-tail lifted from the base of its feet. The eyelids shivered, then opened. Ruby red eyes stared out at them with an awareness Matt found overpowering. Its crocodile mouth opened slightly.
 
   “Who disturbs me? And wherefrom came these lifeforms that are not T’Chak?” it said with a dry rasp, its gaze shifting to rest on the holo of BattleMind.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   Eliana stepped back from the living form of the T’Chak master, who sipped water from a nearby tube. It seemed the wise thing to do since its attention was focused on the holo of BattleMind. She moved close to Matt and George, where they stood at the back of the group of AI globes. To her left stood the two Haktoon aliens, their skin colors changing hue almost as fast as she could blink. Clearly they were as startled by the nature of a living T’Chak as she was. Suzanne moved over to stand beside her, taking hold of her right hand.
 
   BattleMind flared its holo wings even as its purple globe floated closer to the reclining form of the T’Chak. “Master, my identity is BattleMind, of Destruction Device 647, from the 94th Dynast of the Imperium. I have returned from my Task of military analysis of the large galaxy that you and other masters ordered us to surveil, prior to an effort to extend your perfection to that galaxy.” It paused as the living T’Chak glanced aside at the humans and the Haktoon. “Nearby are lifeforms from our cloud and from the large galaxy who helped me in my combat efforts. I insisted on disturbing you because it has been 184,118 HomeWorld years since I left. We return to discover the race has been decimated by disease. A disease which seems to be gone from the world of my brother Elegant Harmony, and perhaps everywhere in Cluster Prime.”
 
   The living T’Chak sat forward, flared its giant wings wide and spread open its forearms as if stretching. Its spike-tail curled below its talon feet. The large red eyes fixed on BattleMind. “This speech mode is tiring to me. I prefer mind-to-mind sharing. Bring you thought modulus closer so I can link with it and receive your memories since your departure.”
 
   “As you wish, master.” BattleMind’s purple globe moved close to upright shape of the T’Chak. The globe extruded a fiber optic cable that curved around to the back of the T’Chak’s large head to a socket like that which Matt wore. She shivered at the thought of minds moving faster than she could think.
 
   Two minutes passed. Then the cable withdrew into the purple globe. The living T’Chak’s deeply intense eyes scanned all of them, then focused on Matt. “This is the organic Matthew Dragoneaux who has assisted you in your battle tactics?”
 
   “Yes, my master.”
 
   “Approach, human lifeform.”
 
   “Matt?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” said her love’s external speaker. He walked forward to stand before the sitting shape of the T’Chak, whose large head looked down at Matt. “Hello, T’Chak master. What is your name?”
 
   The red eyes blinked. “My identity is embodied in the word TrueLife,” it said. “Remove your helmet so my cable can connect for neurolinking. I would better understand the history of you, this Anarchate and your companions. And also understand the Stages of your plan to overcome the power of this Anarchate.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt blinked to tell Suit to cause his helmet to fold back, thereby exposing the cervical socket he always used for linkage with either Suit or Mata Hari. It did so and he smelled dry air that felt cold against his eyes, and raised the fine hairs on his neck. “Welcome to my mind TrueLife, master of the T’Chak.”
 
   A cable extruded from the stasis chamber, lifted up and then around Suit to connect at cervical vertebrae one. An ocean combined with a hurricane filled his mind. Only the exoskeleton of Suit kept him standing.
 
    A living embodiment of the ancient T’Chak filled Matt’s awareness. He felt the tension of the alien’s wings, the beating of its giant heart, the fatigue as it forced itself to sit upright after millennia of reclining, and its mental surprise at learning of the love Matt felt for Eliana and for Mata Hari.
 
   “This thought modulus created by my servant BattleMind. You are attached to it?” roared the gale-force mind, though it spoke at a mental volume normal for itself.
 
   “Yes, TrueLife of the T’Chak,” he muttered, straining to maintain awareness. “She is—”
 
   “His partner in life, in emotions and in all that we have done,” interrupted the mind-flow of Mata Hari as she slid her awareness between Matt’s mind and the gale of the T’Chak master. “Being from a young lifeform species, Matthew cannot withstand mind-flow contact for long periods, master. Allow me to moderate your mind-link so my Matthew can enlarge your knowledge base.”
 
   “Interesting,” mused TrueLife as one part of its consciousness followed the mind-link of Mata Hari along the tachlink she always maintained, up to the hovering starship, even as another thread of its immense mind focused on Matt. “Open your memories to me, Matthew Dragoneaux of species Human. I would better understand your life, your choices, your reason for forcing BattleMind to allow the presence of these Haktoon aliens into my habitat, and this concept of ‘freedom’ that you seek for all species within the large galaxy.”
 
   Matt did as best as he could, allowing the alien to see his family, his sisters, his dead lover Helen, his new love Eliana, his seven years of work as a Vigilante with Mata Hari, how the AI had become more emotional of late and wonderfully attached to Gatekeeper, and how George and Suzanne had volunteered to help him overthrow the Anarchate. The mental image of the alien crossed its forearms.
 
   “You object to this bondservitude of the Anarchate?” It said both mentally and aloud. “And to the lack of justice and law within your . . . Milky Way galaxy?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, feeling as if he were being inundated by a cosmic ocean of thoughts. “All living beings, whether organic or inorganic, deserve the right to control their lives, to live in security and to seek alliances with others who desire a satisfying life.”
 
   “But order is needed in any society,” said TrueLife. “That is why my fellows dispatched our Dreadnought ships to your galaxy. We saw the anarchy there and knew the other lifeforms in your galaxy needed mentorship.” It paused. “But now we are too few to perform such mentorship. Where stands Stage Three of your grand plan?”
 
   Matt drew a deep breath and licked his lips, giving thanks he was not in ocean-time mode. “If you could offer guidance to me and to BattleMind on how to use the hundreds of Destruction Devices that now rest at the Lacunae Mindworks, we could . . . guide them to follow us into the Milky Way. With their help we could cause the collapse of the Anarchate. I have one organic pilot volunteer in my friend George. He can operate the Interlock Pit of a Dreadnought starship.”
 
   “Perhaps he could,” TrueLife said with a touch of tiredness. “But there are hundreds of Dreadnoughts now asleep in orbit around the world of the Mindworks. You have only yourself, your lifepartner, this George and his lifepartner to assist you. Even by use of this asymmetric warfare that BattleMind passed to me, you are too few to make any difference.”
 
   “He has and will always have my help,” interrupted Mata Hari. “And my friend Gatekeeper is willing to help guide your starships along our pathway. In time, Matthew will gain more organic volunteers to man your fleet. Then it will be able to challenge the power of the Anarchate. And to provide mentorship to the large galaxy, as you originally intended.”
 
   Matt sensed the approach of Gatekeeper’s globe. “She is correct, master of the T’Chak. She and I are . . . bonded in emotions similar to those of these organics. We will help Matthew and George carry out Stage Three of his plan. We too object to bondservitude for lifeforms, whether organic or an AI such as myself. That was the only life I knew on the planet Omega. Until Matthew and Mata Hari showed me another way of living.”
 
   Matt gave thanks for the loyalty of his AI comrades. But there were more people here than just them. “TrueLife, the Haktoon lifeforms known by the names Lateen and Argane seek permission for their species to colonize Temtok. It is a planet your species never colonized due to its heat and humidity. The Haktoon are a species who came to spaceflight after the arrival of the killing disease. Perhaps, with their help, you and other living T’Chak could experience a . . . resurgence of life, of culture, a life that involves discovering new intelligences that may now inhabit your Small Magellanic Cloud. In the past, you T’Chak were alone. Now you have company after we humans depart. Why not welcome the Haktoon? You could mentor them in the way you planned for the large galaxy.”
 
   George smiled at Matt as his friend took in the options that Matt was presenting mentally and verbally. He too seemed to think there was hope for freedom and justice in the Milky Way.
 
   “We T’Chak have long hoped to be mentors to younger lifeforms. I will adopt these Haktoon and their Mother Combine as my special project.” The giant dragon ordered the fiber optic cable to disconnect from Matt, then stood slowly on its feet. “As for allowing you to control our Dreadnoughts, with the assistance of BattleMind, that depends.”
 
   “Depends on what?” said Matt, hoping that everyone else had heard their full conversation.
 
   “Matt!” called Mata Hari. “There are—”
 
   “Battleglobes of this Anarchate have arrived just beyond our outer planet,” TrueLife said. “There are three gravity wave pulses. They will arrive here within six hours as you measure time. I will track their neutrino emissions. And I will lend the Assault Remotes on our moon to you. If you and BattleMind and your companions are able to destroy these intruders before they damage HomeWorld, you will have proven your ability to undertake Stage Three. Once you overcome these intruders, I will provide BattleMind with the activation code for every Dreadnought now in orbit about the Lacunae Mindworks. Agreed?”
 
   “Yes!” said Matt as his mind filled with an image of the icy planetoid that was this system’s planet seven. “Will you preserve our Haktoon guests? They and their ship have no ability to fight the Anarchate.”
 
   “Of course,” said TrueLife as it walked slowly toward the mind globe of Great Remnant. “My Defense modules will allow their ship to land on our moon. And one of my Nullgrav modules will deliver them to their ship after you depart. Is that agreeable, lifeforms Lateen and Argane?”
 
   Matt walked past the Haktoon starfish crabs with George, Eliana and Suzanne following, as did the holo of Mata Hari and Gatekeeper’s globe. He noticed that Elegant Harmony’s mind globe floated next to the living T’Chak, as if it had found its life purpose by staying here. So be it.
 
   “Yes, great Old One,” said Lateen in a short series of clicks. “We welcome your mentorship. We thank you for the permission to colonize Temtok. We—”
 
   “Enough appreciation,” growled TrueLife. “There is work to be done here and in space. Depart, humans and mind moduli, and see to these invaders.” It turned to the globe of Great Remnant. “But first, I need food my little mind modulus. Where is such to be found?”
 
   Matt thought briefly of sharing some meat, cheese and wine from the Morrigan stockpile, then realized he and his companions would need that food during their return to home galaxy.
 
   “So true,” murmured Mata Hari in his mind. “And I do like how you humans automatically assume you will win this Anarchate encounter.” Her mind image smiled at him as she pulled on her chain-mail top and wrapped the bronze-plated leather skirt around her waist. “Note that they are three, you are one, and some of your tactics will have been shared with them. After all, the only reason they can be here is because one of your Anarchate battles included mention of the T’Chak. Someone in Combat Command must have located ancient records of where they lived. And dispatched these battleglobes to guarantee you do not receive new Dreadnoughts.”
 
   “Then Combat Command will be disappointed,” Matt said as they exited from the roost pillar. “Lifting.” He and George rose on their boot Nullgravs, as did the globes of Gatekeeper and BattleMind, while tractor beams lifted Eliana and Suzanne.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the Interlock Pit, Matt fixed his attention on the three Nova battleglobes at the outer edge of TrueHome’s planetary family, giving thanks that on their way into this system Mata Hari had cast off tachlink Remotes that now fed him FTL images of the Anarchate forces. The battleglobes moved inward at a velocity of one-half lightspeed. No doubt the battleglobes were being preceded by SpyEyes, sensorRemotes, tachlink Remotes, mobile megaton bombs, Picket Globes and similar weaponry. Well, their pressor fields and laser mounts could take care of the solid objects. It was the Anarchate’s lightspeed weapons and the ability to predict where starship Mata Hari would be that most concerned Matt. But they would have some help. Passing by the moon of HomeWorld they were joined by two Offense Remotes, each one a third the size of Mata Hari. Each possessed antimatter pontoons at the top, bottom, sides and forward nose of ships that resembled outrigger boats. As BattleMind took care of tachlink coordination with the Offense Remotes, he became aware the remotes lacked Alcubierre drives. They carried only fusion pulse system drives.
 
   “Mata Hari, those remotes. They cannot follow us when we go into Translation. Can our ship expand its Alcubierre Translation field to include them?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, creating attachment dimples on the rear sides of the Dreadnought for the Offense Remotes. “I am instructing them to approach and attach. Once we arrive wherever you choose to Translate, they will cast loose and maneuver on their own power.”
 
   “Good,” he said as his mind vision perceived the approach of the giant remotes. “Extend our stealth coverage to include them. Once past the moon we will Translate to the side of the three battleglobes. Their Combat CPUs are probably set to fire at any gravity pulse that arrives behind them or in front of them. We will arrive in a spot I have never used before.”
 
   Flowing into ocean-time was almost easy this time. Perhaps his encounters with TrueLife and the increasing care of BattleMind prevented the usual shock he felt. Whatever the reason, he now felt the ship as if it were a skintight vacsuit. Inside he linked directly to the ship’s normal weapons, including the Bethe Inducer. BattleMind moved to control the Graviton Beam and the Sun Glow weapons, along with other Restricted Room devices. Mata Hari flowed over both him and BattleMind, feeding them both the power and function levels of every part of the ship. Splitting his mental attention, Matt used Repulsor power to shift the starship’s hull 90 degrees to the right and made sure the six wing antimatter pontoons were fully loaded with neutronic antimatter ready to be sent in a coherent beam at any target his mind sighted. Finally, BattleMind activated the Alcubierre space-time to Translate them to within ten light seconds of the incoming battleglobes.
 
   Five picoseconds, murmured Mata Hari.
 
   The front holo turned grey briefly, then space black with its tapestry of colorful stars that filled Cluster Prime. In front of them glowed the ten second old image of the Novas’ twelve kilometer-wide globes. BattleMind activated the flat Alcubierre fields that would shield them from any automated attack beam.
 
   Six picoseconds, five femtoseconds.
 
   The flat space-time sheets formed in front of Matt and to the sides of Mata Hari, their shapes enclosing the attached Offense Remotes. He knew they had ten light seconds before any laser or antimatter beam reached them. With a thought he fired the right wing’s three AM pontoons, each targeting a single battleglobe.  The left wing’s pontoons fired just above the predicted pathway of the battleglobes so any movement out of their vector line would be covered by at least one AM beam. With a shiver he cast off the Offense Remotes. They used their fusion pulse drives to move away from Mata Hari’s approach vector. Matt told the belly Nullgrav plates to move them upward, off of the vector line that their gravity wave signal would indicate to the automated Combat CPUs of the three battleglobes. 
 
   Forty-two milliseconds.
 
   Matt fired scores of his laser mounts at both the standard vector of the battleglobes and at a circle of spots where they might move as a result of detecting his ship’s gravity wave pulse. The globes were arranged in a vee-shape, with one globe leading the other two. With a clenching of his stomach, he ordered the axial accelerator to eject a purple plasma globe at the spot just ahead of where the globe cluster might be within ten light seconds.
 
   Four point five seconds.
 
   Approaching the battleglobe cluster with the ship’s dragon snout aimed forward and with both T’Chak wings fully extended as the ship slowly rose above the gravity wave vector, Matt told the ship’s fusion pulse spacedrive to speed up from one-half lightspeed to three-fourths lightspeed. The distance between Mata Hari and the Novas was so small that the speedup would make little difference. Except the vector speed gain might throw off the CPU calculations that governed offensive action by the battleglobes. At least until an organic commander chose to modify the automated offense responses of the battleglobes.
 
   Nine seconds.
 
   Matt fired more neutron antimatter beams at the projected vector course of the battleglobes, then tensed as his mind filled with thousands of data inputs and status alerts from inside and outside the ship. Around him his companions were shielded by inertial fields and the crash clamshells of their accel-couches. Gatekeeper had left the Bridge long moments earlier to see to the inertial containment of the park and the swimming pool. Its concern for the frogs and crawling insects pleased Matt.
 
   Ten seconds.
 
   Four black antimatter beams hit the forward Alcubierre space-time field, disappearing into another part of the universe. The beams had come from the equatorial AM mounts of two Novas. The lead Nova that lay a thousand kilometers ahead of the trailing two Novas did not fire at them. Why not?
 
   Eternity passed as Matt waited for the ten second old image of the damage done to the battleglobes by his initial barrage. A ten second journey to the globes meant an identical ten second journey back to his ship’s sensors.
 
   In the holosphere both rear battleglobes moved off their initial vector, one rising slowly and the second dropping slowly off of their inward vector. The rise was not large enough to avoid his barrage of AM beams. The front Nova, though, slowed down its speed, as if it knew his plasma globe approached it. From the forward globe’s equatorial mounts came two black antimatter beams that hit their Alcubierre shield as soon as Matt saw them. Then the front Nova shifted its vector line to straight up and away from its inward vector.
 
   The holo filled with white explosions as his first AM barrage hit the two rear Novas, causing each Nova to lose a third of its mass. The Novas began to tumble in space, as if out of control. Ahead of them the front Nova’s forward hull was creased by Matt’s first AM beam, then missed entirely by his second beam. A red-glowing furrow showed on the lead Nova. Then its thick hull sparkled as fifteen excimer, neutral particle and proton laser beams hit it, but none of them penetrated the half-kilometer thick armor of the Nova. It continued to lift above its approach vector, clearly under control by a living commander. 
 
   Twenty-one seconds.
 
   Matt saw that the antimatter beams fired by both Assault Remotes hit mainly the two trailing Novas, causing them to break into large pieces. Those Novas would either explode from the release of inheld antimatter or from magfield control loss in its fusion power plants. He ordered all six wing pontoons to fire at the front Nova that was rising well off the approach vector, knowing nothing would happen for ten seconds. The result of whatever happened would not be known for twenty seconds. A lifetime while in ocean-time.
 
   The image of the surviving Nova shimmered. But not from a startup of the Bethe Inducer field. Could this Nova have learned—
 
   “Translate now! To between HomeWorld and its moon, on the planet side facing us. Now!”
 
   “Complying, Matthew,” said Mata Hari’s mind-flow.
 
   Twenty-two seconds.
 
   The grey of Alcubierre space-time filled the front holosphere. He spoke slower than he thought.
 
   “The two Novas are dead or will be when the Assault Remotes arrive on their vector,” he told the shapes of his companions as they asked why the combat images had disappeared. “But the front Nova has Translated away from here. I believe it is heading for HomeWorld to use its Bethe Inducer on the planet.”
 
   “Nooooo!” roared the mind-voice of BattleMind as its swirling mentality read his memory of the Megadeen battle and his conclusion the same Jump and Attack maneuver was being tried by this Anarchate globe. 
 
   “Peace!” he cried to the purple hurricane. “I cannot fight if your mind knocks me out.”
 
   “If there is any harm to HomeWorld why I will—”
 
   Twenty-three seconds.
 
   The holo cleared to show stars and the grey surface of HomeWorld’s moon. To one side of the moon glowed the surviving Nova battleglobe. It lay three light seconds from them. Its hull showed the shimmer of  its Bethe Inducer weapon as a large hole opened in one part of the globe that faced them. They were in the way of the Inducer beam, which would of course take out them and the world behind them. Matt’s mind fired two AM beams at the globe’s position, then took hold of the Alcubierre Drive chamber.
 
   Translation would save them.
 
   But their exit would kill them all since Matt had chosen to emerge at the exact space-time spot occupied by the Nova. He barely had time to think of Eliana before—
 
   A red-glowing gas cloud appeared before them and then was swept away by their passage through it and toward the grey surface of the moon. A moon that showed a red-glowing spot at its north pole. Behind them the two antimatter beams he had fired impacted on the rear Alcubierre shield.
 
   “Thank you for your effort to give your lives to save my world,” came the mind-flow and spoken words of TrueLife. “But the Tachyon Beam installed on our moon delivered a large amount of antimatter to the spot occupied by the Nova. With no time lag due to lightspeed delays. The Nova’s destruction preceded your arrival by three hundred milliseconds. Your emergence was perfectly safe.”
 
   Eliana looked at him, her face showing shock as she understood he had chosen to sacrifice her, Suzanne and George in order to save a world. Tears showed in her eyes, as they did in Suzanne’s. It was George who kept him from seeking death.
 
   “It was necessary, Matthew,” his combat companion said. “Your geis is to save all worlds from the Anarchate. Whether there is one life on a world, or billions. I do not think I would have had your . . . devotion to honor to do what you just did.”
 
   Matt exited ocean-time and slumped in the Pit. “But, but, I nearly killed you all!”
 
   “But you didn’t,” Eliana said, leaving her accel-couch and walking over to kneel beside his head. A head that ached from the force of BattleMind’s reaction. He shivered at the cool touch of her lips on his cheek. “And now we, we four, we have a chance to bring an end to bond servitude in a galaxy where evil is normal, kindness is rare and people of all shapes need more in life than simple survival.”
 
   “Yes,” whispered Suzanne as she hugged George to her. “Now, we all have a future to look forward to.”
 
   From the Spine slidedoor Gatekeeper floated in to hover beside his Mata Hari, whose holo appearance showed a smile and joy that flowed over her shape the way sunlight fills a meadow. “We thank you too, Matthew. We realized your intention before Translation, but we agree with George. It was necessary.”
 
   “And well done,” growled the holo of BattleMind as it approached Matt and Eliana. Its red eyes did not show anger. “A good . . . partner you are. TrueLife agrees and has sent me the code needed to activate my brethren. Agreed?”
 
   Matt looked at the somber faces of George, Suzanne and dear Eliana. “We do not have to do any more world saving. We can take this ship or another and return home. Perhaps tending a soybean farm would be for the best. Especially for our future children.”
 
   The faces of the women lost their tenseness as he brought forth what all four of them desired. It was his Eliana who turned his jaw to face her. While tears dripped from her jade green eyes, and her pure white shoulders shivered from her emotions, she shook her head quickly.
 
   “No. Onward to the Lacunae Mindworks and to a future that infuriates the Anarchate. Let us go, Matthew. Children can wait awhile. But first we must make the galaxy into a home where kindness is not rare, where cloneslaves do not exist and where love can stretch beyond one’s homeworld.”
 
   Recalling the future meeting of genome harvester starships just outside the three-star system of Alkalurops, Matt nodded slowly. Yes, cloneslavery must come to an end. And he knew where to start that process.
 
   “Thank you my love, my friends, my AI companions. Onward it is.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   “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
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