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PROLOGUE:
THE PAST





CHAPTER ONE:

The Fifth Angel Blows His Trumpet

38,276 B.C.

Fentan Mult scowled, then sighed. His shoulders sagged in frustration. Despite his best efforts, the blue that he had just painstakingly swirled into a unified pigment still remained several shades lighter than the tint he had been aiming to reproduce. He had mixed in the whole of a large, viscous droplet of his purest ebon, and still it had not been enough. The stiffening glob of mixed oils that now sat glumly atop his palette was simply not the color that would faithfully represent the reality of what he meant to convey.

He grunted softly in vexation. He was attempting to replicate the color of the sea where it met the sky, where it was very nearly indigo, and the hue he had just created was missing that dark, inky tone that would have given his ocean the authenticity for which he strove. He shifted his focus from the blotchy palette held in his hand to the holographic image that hung in the air by his canvas. He then held the palette up in a way that put both it and the holograph directly before his eyes. There was no doubting it; what he had was not what he needed. For the hundredth time he contemplated the purchase of an autoblender, and for the hundredth time he rejected the thought. Procuring one would make his hobby immeasurably easier to master, bringing him that much closer to the artistic apotheosis to which he ultimately aspired. But it would also be cheating the craft, and any public knowledge of its use would cheapen—no, negate—any success or notoriety that he might attain in the end.

He reached for his paints, found the black again, and squeezed out yet another, but this time smaller, droplet. Carefully he swirled the mixing brush past it, pulling only tiny lines from the dark orb into the thickening smudge of blue that lay at its side. After a minute, maybe longer, the tint of that smudge darkened into what he believed, after careful comparison to the image he copied from, to be exactly the shade he needed. He checked the color against the holograph one last time before setting the mixing brush aside in favor of a more slender model. After dipping it into his paint, he proceeded to limn a long, thin ribbon of his new tincture across his canvas just below the horizon. When the brush strokes were complete, he stepped back and once again compared his reproduction to the projection next to it. Yes, he thought, much better. The sea he was recreating was slowly beginning to look more and more like the waters beyond the white sands of the beach at Keo Rocca.

Choosing a slightly wider and stiffer brush, he meticulously mixed the new shade into the lighter, more brilliant blue of the water closer to shore, striving mightily to form a smooth transition. When he had commingled the pigments as adeptly as he was able, Mult backed away, halfway across the compartment this time, to survey the scene in its entirety. Although he felt it still not reflective of his best work, it was nevertheless coming along nicely. A few more touch-ups and perhaps he would call it complete, and prepare it, along with the rest of the portrayals he had put to canvas during this voyage, for the transit home. However, there was very little time. He would be debarking in less than forty-eight hours, and at any moment would likely be called to the bridge for the final approach. Mult shrugged as he set his brushes and palette aside; he would take care of the finishing touches in orbit, before the company shuttle brought out the harbor contingent.

The scene he had been painting was of his new home, as seen from the mounting heights that overlooked it, the home he had lived in for only a few short weeks before being called away for his latest trek between the stars. It was a stucco house by the shore, its many tiers and flat roofs nestled against the pure white sand of the dunes, with only them and the wide beach between it and the sea. When he had left, his wife had still been unpacking and only beginning to decorate. The painting was a gift for her, a celebration of and future keepsake for their new and for so long only dreamt of dwelling, and as such he had struggled profoundly over many weeks for sublimity in his depiction of it.

The thought of his mate brought a slight smile to his lips. He imagined the two of them standing on one of the many terraces that overlooked the waves, with the salt breeze caressing their faces and the cries of the gulls overhead. The gay shrieks of their children at play along the water’s edge echoed in his mind. He could almost feel the touch of her hip against his thigh as he imagined holding her closely around the waist, the pressure of his hand over her belly pulling the fabric of her dress tightly over her breasts. Yes, he mused silently, it will be good to be back home again. He thought fondly of spending hours naked in his own bed, holding his beloved’s warm body close to his own.

That was the one of the few disadvantages of commanding an interstellar tow, all the time spent away from hearth and home. Otherwise he was handsomely paid to read, paint, exercise, and in general do whatever he wished. He, like the rest of the crew, was only on board to supervise the ship and of course to provide the completely unnecessary signatures on the uncounted reams of anachronistic authorizations, registrations, and requisitions that the tow and her cargoes generated. The ship was really more in need of an accountant than a crew. If not for the bureaucratic administration involved, Endurant would have been perfectly capable of completing her cruises with no human complement whatsoever. But laws were laws, and they stipulated that even the most reliable machines should ultimately be overseen by flesh and blood. As a result, Mult stood in his quarters in the middle of the day, or what passed for the middle of the day aboard ship, wearing only his uniform pants and an unbuttoned shirt, surrounded by easels all holding one or another of his creations.

He turned away from the fruits of his avocation, drifting out of the main room and into his sleeping chamber. There, he at first sat and then lay back upon the luxurious bed the captain’s quarters contained before curling up dreamily into a near fetal position and closing his eyes, still dreaming of home, of Akadea—Endurant’s next port of call.

Akadea was a man-made wonder of the universe, the most mammoth construction project ever conceived by the collective minds of humanity. It was a replacement for Old Akadea, the home world of mankind, which was now engulfed by the red giant that had at one time been its nurturing sun. The new version of home was very much like its namesake environmentally, but there the resemblance ended. New Akadea was monstrous in size. It consisted of a sphere within a sphere, both rotating in opposite directions around the sun in the center, the whole of the construct being nearly as large as a small star system.

The outer sphere had a diameter of over 300 million kilometers. Its inner surface was home to untold billions of people, and yet it was hardly crowded. Even with roughly three quarters of the area of the leviathan ball covered with water, deserts, ice, high mountain ranges, entry hatches, or otherwise inhospitable terrain; there were still over 620 quadrillion square kilometers of space perfectly apt for human settlement. So despite the enormous population, there were over 3000 square kilometers of habitable land for each and every human resident that lived within the great globe. Upon its completion, Akadea had put an end to man’s competition for space with his neighbors, as well as his competition with the flora and fauna of both the now deserted home planet and the thousands of other worlds remade in its image and scattered throughout this part of the galaxy. There were no overcrowded cities or endangered species on Akadea. There was only seemingly unlimited space for everyone and everything.

The inner sphere was much smaller, searingly hot, and utterly lifeless. It spun in place over 90 million kilometers from the interior surface of the outer sphere, between the Akadean landscape and its sun. In addition to its dimensions and its sterility, it differed from the outer sphere as well in that it was not solid, but rather slotted perpendicularly across its equatorial circumference. Each slot resembled two slender, spherical triangles joined at the base, projecting both north and south from the equator, their apexes nearly touching at the poles. The hollow globe rotated at a rate that gave any random spot on Akadea alternating periods of approximately twelve hours of sunlight shining through the slotted holes and twelve hours of shadow when the light was blocked, except for an inconsequential area at each pole that was perpetually clothed in darkness. The designers had even thought to leave millions of appropriately sized holes through the sphere’s solid portions, giving the appearance of a starlit evening sky to the residents of the vast landscape beyond.

Inside the inner ball was the sun, a lonely star, its former bevy of planets having been completely consumed during the construction of the spheres. But this star was different from any other in that it would never go dark. It would never cease to send out its life-giving rays to the great Akadean construct, for this star was fueled, nurtured, and fed by a vast fleet of ships built solely for the purpose of bringing in new matter to be immolated in the great fusion furnace that was the Akadean sun. The whole process was controlled and overseen by the most sophisticated artificial intelligence network that had ever been devised. This star would not fail the humans that were dependent upon it. It would last as long as humanity did and longer.

Not only did the star provide heat and light for the construct, but also power. And since nearly all of its energy was captured, there was more power available than humankind could ever hope to exploit. Even after the ravenous hunger of the massive gravity generators was sated, there was still so much energy to spare that some of it was constantly being bled off into space lest the temperate globe become a searing oven.

In addition, the Akadean star was positioned slightly off center within the spheres, the gravity generators holding the giant globes in place, defying the will of nature. It was just enough to mimic the seasons of the old home planet across the whole of the inner surface of the world. The outer shell had also been built not as a perfect sphere, but rather a slightly oblate spheroid. This arrangement provided a close approximation of the varied temperature ranges that had existed on Old Akadea, allowing the complete spectrum of biological diversity of the old world to flourish in the new. It was, as far as Mult could tell from his limited knowledge of ancient history, a near perfect copy of the conditions that had existed on the birth world of humankind.

There were exceptions of course. There were no plates to shift and set the ground atrembling; no powerful, dangerous storms to turn everyday implements into deadly projectiles. There was no sea of magma waiting beneath the surface to someday spew forth and obliterate anything unfortunate enough to be caught in its path; no toxic ash to be sent skyward, obscuring the life-giving rays of the sun. There were none of the perilous and unpredictable banes of nature that, without proper controls, regularly frequented their wrath on the residents of non-engineered worlds; they had all been fastidiously deleted from mankind’s new home. That in itself was enough to make Akadea an extraordinarily pleasant place to reside and raise a family.

Whether the vast construct was flawless or not was certainly open to discussion, but there was no denying that it was indeed benign enough to have drawn, over the centuries since its creation, most of the human race back home from their far flung colonies. There were still a few men and women spread across a fair portion of the Milky Way; mostly scientists and workers, like Mult himself; engaged in the sometimes hazardous process of bringing knowledge and raw materials back for refinement in the academies and factories of home. There were also an insignificant number of colonials, those hardy few who dared to risk the danger and endure the hardships that abounded on conventional worlds. They remained on their distant outposts either out of attachment to the places they had called home for so long or loyalty to one of the many sects, each united by strange creeds and moral codes, that had settled on several dozen worlds spread across the fringes of the outlands.

But on the whole, the creation of Akadea had effectively depopulated the remainder of the galaxy. The last Akadea-forming of a planet had begun before New Akadea was totally complete, and although it and several other worlds were still in the midst of their transformations, there were no new planets slated to undergo the metamorphosis into habitable orbs. When the giant sphere of Akadea had been opened to families, environmental modification had become obsolete. Planetary remodeling took centuries to complete and was prohibitively expensive, so now that living space was no longer at a premium, new projects had been shelved indefinitely.

It was a fact that bothered Mult not one iota. Notwithstanding the daredevil reputation spacefarers and outlanders had engendered over the years, he was hardly the adventurous type. He loved living safely within the sphere of Akadea, and the relative ease of his shipboard life never dampened his eagerness to return to the comforts of his home there while he invariably sank into melancholy as the scheduled departure for his next voyage loomed ever nearer. He looked forward to the day when he could retire, despite the surety that that time was a great many years away. His current body certainly would not last that long. Maybe in his next one, he thought, when the last of his children were grown and gone and both he and his wife were young again. They already had their dream home; all they needed now was to put enough away to support them in style and keep their portfolio growing, and he would be extraordinarily content to do any further paintings mere feet from his own bedroom. He would create exactly the opposite of what he painted now. Instead of generating visions of home from billions of miles away, he would compose scenes of the infinite cosmos from the luxurious opulence of his Akadea-bound studio.

He smiled again. As much as he disliked his job, it had allowed him to see a great many things that others would never have the chance to. The vast majority of the people of Akadea had never seen, at least through their own eyes, the exterior of the sphere in which they lived. They had never gazed through the view-ports of a shuttle as it weaved through traffic amidst the mechanical jungle of robotic factories and shipyards that surrounded the outside of their home. They would never witness the sight of a tow ship suddenly appearing as it went sub-light, its 80-kilometer train of elephantine barges trailing behind, the whole assemblage decelerating into high orbit and gracefully settling in with the thousands of other ships that always begirded Akadea. They would never see the filmy, luminescent brilliance of a nebula or the long tail of dust and debris trailing a comet approaching a star. They would never personally gaze upon any of the wonders of the galaxy that their ships so commonly traversed. Most would live and die inside their globe, having never visited another world.

The people were, of course, aware of all such things. The entirety of the towering academic achievements of mankind was readily available to any resident of the sphere. Many people owned, and all had access to, physical reality simulators that were touted to be capable of recreating any encounter or happening that one might wish to add to their life experience. And yet, through personal trial, Mult had found that it was never quite the same, as the mind was always aware that for all the attention to every detail, the simulation was exactly that, a simulation. No technology could replicate the simple awareness of the human mind, and the mind would always on some level be cognizant that the simulators were merely generating an illusion; that there was no real ecstasy being enjoyed, no real hardship being endured, no real chances being taken, and no real danger being faced. Mult was of the opinion that the pure essence of reality would never be artificially fabricated with absolute authenticity.

He knew many of his Akadean friends envied him on that basis, envied him due to the unreality of their own experiences, envied him because he had actually traveled the void, living a life complete with real and perilous hazards—hazards that could kill rather than merely frighten for a moment. He lived a life into which actual, poignant excitement intruded from time to time; the kind of life that no longer existed for most of the inhabitants of Akadea.

But very few and quite possibly none of his benevolently caged friends would trade places with him. They coveted his past of having risked danger and surviving it, but they hardly desired a future for themselves of occasionally facing situations that had the potential of threatening their very existence. In that respect most were more than content with the prospect of a long life spent safely within the confines of their protective world. And Mult looked forward to joining their pedestrian and vapid existences on a full-time basis just as soon as he was able.

“Captain, your presence is requested on the bridge,” a feminine voice intoned politely, breaking into his reverie. It was Endurant, sticking to protocol as computer minds always did.

Mult sighed, momentarily thinking of ordering the ship to proceed with the braking maneuvers and the drop into sub-light without him, but then thought better of it. Endurant would file a report and the company would schedule a hearing and he would probably end up with a reprimand as he was in no way ill or incapacitated. All for not wanting to watch the ship perform a maneuver it had accomplished flawlessly a thousand times before.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and placed his feet squarely on the thickly carpeted deck. He was for a moment still loath to leave his quarters. Instead he rubbed the three-day growth of stubble on his chin, thinking that he should shave before he left the depot to go home to his wife.

“On my way,” he finally replied in a tone sullen with reluctance. He pulled on his boots, felt them tighten snugly around his feet, and stood; scanning the room for his uniform coat, and not seeing it. He walked to the closet and applied a bit of pressure to the door with his fingertips. It slid soundlessly to one side, but only to reveal that the sought-after garment was not within.

“Endurant,” he asked, “where’s my coat?”

“Specify,” came the curt, yet pleasant, reply.

Damn fool ship, he thought. What other coat would I be looking for to report to the bridge in? But machines were machines and they knew only what one said, not what one meant. So Mult hid his annoyance as best as he was able. “My blue uniform coat,” he said evenly.

“It is draped across the back of one of the two armchairs at the dining room table,” the voice said. Sometimes, as now, Mult almost got the feeling that there was a hint of peevishness in the ship’s replies to his more petty inquiries, but he knew very well that it was only his imagination. Endurant was not programmed to mimic emotional responses. She was built for commerce. Beyond the comforts of the crew’s and passengers’ quarters there was no unnecessary extravagance on board. That knowledge, however, did not make the constant and aggravating perfection of Endurant’s computer brain any easier to stomach.

Mult shuffled indolently into the dining area. There, just as Endurant had asserted, was his coat. “I see it,” he said as cheerily as he was able. “Thank you.” His gratitude was false, of course, as it pained him to be civil to the ship. He would much rather have grumbled something uncharitable except for the fear that it would be overheard and understood.

“You’re quite welcome,” Endurant replied in its pleasant and yet somehow infuriating tone.

Mult most times suffered from a peculiar compulsion when shipboard, which as each cruise proceeded became progressively harder for him to contain. With each conversation between himself and Endurant he wished more fervently to simply scream at the blasted vessel; to tell it in no uncertain terms to take its omniscient precision and stick it up its star drive. He would have been elated to find something, anything; that the ship knew nothing about. He was Captain of this tow, but most times it seemed that was true only on paper. Endurant was really the one running the show, and it irked him mightily that not only was there so little for him to do, but also that the ship invariably acted so damned superior in every interaction that he had with it. All the while he was stuck doing those petty tasks still deemed insignificant enough to be left to a ship’s captain to undertake. Just once he would like to feel free to give full vent to his feelings in the matter, to tell the ship exactly how he felt.

But he was certain that some company hack witnessing such an outburst after the fact would surely consider it a sign of mental illness, and as one never knew just how much of Endurant’s logs the company examined while the ship was in port or exactly what might be forwarded to the attention of some high muckety-muck, he always stifled any acerbic responses that came to mind. Besides, it certainly couldn’t hurt his career to be polite to corporate property; as far as he had heard a little brown nosing never worked to anyone’s detriment with the suits. So he swallowed his pride on this occasion as he had on all those previous and said nothing as he slipped into his coat and buttoned his shirt.

Determined not to ask for help again, he made his way back to the bedroom to find his short-billed cap. After a somewhat lengthy search, he found it lying in a nightstand drawer. What had possessed him to place it there he could not say, but at least he had located it without assistance. He reached for it, donned it, and turned to look in the mirror.

Not bad, he thought. He looked the part of a captain; a wizened spacefarer, tall and erect, with a piercing gaze and a high forehead. He leaned in toward the mirror adjusting the cap, cocking it slightly to one side, just for effect. Even the nascent beard he sported added to his persona, giving him an olden maritime look—a look of authority. He was a bit pale though, even for someone on a deep space mission. No matter. He would have plenty of time to spend lying on the beach once he returned to Keo Rocca.

Setting his jaw in what he considered to be his steeliest expression, he marched into the foyer, saying “Unlock entry door, please,” as he went. At his approach the door slid to one side and he stepped out into the corridor.

Once there his nose wrinkled involuntarily as the floral scent of his quarters gave way to the ozone-like electrical smell that permeated most of the rest of the ship. He found the odor to be most unpleasant.

Not bothering with the lift as his quarters, like those of the others on the command crew, were close to the bridge; he turned and made his way carefully down the narrow passageway. Long experience of moving his lanky frame through the claustrophobic confines of space vessels had engendered the caution that now burdened his movements. He was particularly wary of low hanging conduits and fixtures as Endurant’s corps of autonomous repair robots was constantly upgrading the ship, and one was never sure when some new protuberance would appear on a bulkhead or ceiling to do damage to an inattentive crewperson’s head. And it would not do to arrive on the bridge with a welt laced across the side of his face.

When he at last stepped through the hatch that led onto the bridge, he was pleased to see that both of the other members of the command crew were already present. Hyra Cofi sat wedged into her navcom station, a look of total ennui etched across her mien. There was nothing for her to do or even monitor as long as the ship’s velocity remained above the light barrier. Absently twirling her short black hair between the fingers of her right hand, she stared vacantly at the blank screens of her station and waited. Mult made an unspoken bet with himself that she saw as little need to be on the bridge at this moment as he did.

He bent over and leaned into her station. “Good day, Hyra,” he said, smiling. She started slightly, as if Mult had snatched her away from a pleasant daydream, but quickly recovered.

“Good day, Captain,” she replied, meeting his eyes and then looking sheepishly away. “I was just… thinking,” she said.

Mult had shipped out with Hyra before and knew that she brought along a lover whenever possible. For whatever reason, she was alone this time out, and he felt sure that her mind had been fixated on the imminent reunion with whoever had been sharing her bed prior to the ship’s departure.

“Not a problem,” he said. “But we will be going sub-light momentarily, so let’s try to concentrate on the business at hand, shall we?”

It bothered him a bit to be so hypocritical, but his captain act would at least make him look professional and competent in the logs.

He ducked out of Hyra’s post without waiting for an answer and turned to face the payload station where Jarad Mustacka sat. He found the man surprisingly busy, his monitors lit with columns of moving numbers while he spoke somewhat urgently into his intraship com link. Besides five non-company passengers, there were only a half dozen other people on board—all engineers, all of whose stations were buried deep within the bowels of Endurant. It was their job to watch over the computers and the robots. If Mustacka was on the line to one of them, and he almost certainly was, it might be of import.

“Trouble, Jarad?” Mult asked.

Mustacka glanced up at him, shaking his head. “I don’t think so,” he replied. “We’ve got a higher than normal temperature reading in one section of barge forty-eight. Probably just a bad sensor. I just checked with engineering, and they told me Endurant had already put some repair bots on it. There should be something more from them any moment now.”

“Well, let me know if there’s anything to it,” Mult said, relieved. With the exception of a few artifacts, they were hauling only raw ores this trip. There was nothing in any of the barges, or at least nothing listed on any of the manifests, that was either sensitive to environmental changes or capable of producing heat, so there was very little to worry about in that regard. He left Mustacka to deal with the anomaly and continued up the short, narrow aisle that split the bridge into two sections of jumbled electronic gear. At the end of the aisle, the most forward spot in the compartment, was his station—the captain’s chair.

He reached it, turned with as much aplomb as he was able, and sat down, sinking slowly into the heavily padded, leather-covered cushions. He nonchalantly spun the chair around until he was facing the bow. His com link hung from the console to his right. In rote imprinted motions born of a thousand repetitions, his hand grasped it, hooked it over his ear, and pressed the tiny speaker into his auditory canal, all without a glance or a conscious thought. He adjusted the slender wand that held the microphone until it was directly before his lips and then spoke. “Captain to crew. Communications check. Navcom?”

“Ready.” Hyra’s reply seemed alert enough now.

“Payload?”

“Check,” replied Mustacka. “And I’ve got something of forty-eight. It was a bad sensor. The bots are replacing it now. If that doesn’t correct the problem I’ll get back to you.”

“Please do, Jarad,” Mult responded in his best captain’s voice. “Engineering?”

“Receiving,” came the short but friendly reply. The voice was that of the chief engineer, Gunter Tock. He was a terribly efficient officer, approaching retirement and long past overweight. It was rumored that, due to his multitudinous excesses, he went through bodies faster than any crewmember in the corporate fleet. Mult was sure the man’s exuberant lifestyle hurt the company’s bottom line, health expenses and insurance costs being what they were; but he was simply too competent, and too stubborn as well, to be disciplined into a more profit-conscious lifestyle, and he certainly could not be let go. He was one of the best the company had, and both they and he knew it.

Any ship on which he served he considered his personal property, and he was never too shy to give an executive a piece of his mind any time he thought the powers that be were skimping on maintenance or in any way neglecting the general welfare of the ships that comprised the company’s fleet. That in itself was enough to endear him to Mult, and over the years the two had forged a fast friendship. They shipped out together whenever possible.

“So how’s my girl, Gunter?” he chided.

“My girl,” Tock replied, “is doing quite well. Her engines are all humming sweetly, well within nominal limits. The robotic contingent is operating at 100 percent efficiency. And the network is running smooth as silk. Apparently her mind is totally uncluttered. Deceleration and orbital insertion should be a breeze. Everything’s a go down here.”

“What about that sensor in barge forty-eight?” Mult asked.

“Yeah, we saw that. She took care of it though. The new readings just came in a few seconds ago, and there’s no temperature variance now.” Even through the com link, Mult could hear the pride in the man’s voice.

“Good job, chief. When we hit the depot, the drinks are on me.”

Crews never went directly home from a ship. Once Endurant was ensconced in high orbit, a company shuttle would be dispatched with a harbor pilot and a fresh crew to oversee the barge disbursements and the space-docking of Endurant for her service checks. When the shuttle departed it would take the mission crew with it, carrying them en masse to the nearest orbital depot. From there they would each catch different flights that would take them closer to their respective destinations. But there was generally a long wait for even the first of the departures, and Mult knew how Tock liked to relax after a voyage. As soon as his bags were off the shuttle and stowed, he was certain make a beeline for the nearest bar.

“I hear that, Cap,” Tock answered with his usual informality. “And I’ll hold you to it, too. Engineering out.” Mult smiled to himself at the thought of a little drunkenness with the Chief. His wife wouldn’t like it if she found out, but then Keo Rocca was a long way from orbit. Even if she happened to make a careful check of the family expenditures, he could always claim to have been entertaining the entire crew, and he could sleep off any aftereffects from the binge on the many layovers and flights it would take to finally deliver him to Kuthboca station, where she and the children would be waiting to take him home.

“Endurant,” he asked, “how long before the drop into sub-light?”

“Twelve minutes, forty-six seconds,” was the unruffled reply.

Before he could acknowledge, Tock’s voice was back in his ear. “Captain, we’ve encountered somewhat of a deviation down here. It seems we’re pulling a tiny bit more G-force than we should be at this point, and Endurant says it’s getting progressively worse.”

“What’s causing it?” Mult asked.

“I’m not sure. The diagnostics show no problems, and she’s nailing the deceleration curve right down the line. I would hardly call it serious, but something’s not right. I’d bet a week’s pay it’s some kind of instrumentality glitch, but I can’t tell you why Endurant hasn’t found the fault. I suggest we send some bots back in the barge line, out of the dampening field. They can use a gravimeter from there. Then we’ll know if these readings are real or not.”

Despite the chief’s unperturbed assessment, Mult felt a chill creep beneath his ribs, filling his chest with unease. An involuntary shiver shot up his spine. Whenever there was anything wrong, the ship always knew what the problem was. The fact that this time she did not was disconcerting, to say the least. Mult mentally took back his wish that Endurant should be mystified by something. Now was not the time.

“Do it,” he ordered the engineer, “but do it quickly. We aren’t inserting around some outland colony. There’s too much traffic here for the damn ship to be screwing up.”

“Aye, Cap,” Tock replied laconically. “Engineering out.”

Mult waited, staring into space and again absently kneading the stubble on his chin between thumb and forefinger. In a short time he found himself wanting the results from the robots at once, but he resisted the urge to bother the chief prematurely. He told himself that Tock would get back to him as soon as he knew anything and besides, it certainly would not be good form for the captain to appear ill at ease over something that was almost certainly utterly inconsequential.

But despite that reassuring rationalization, he began to feel a palpable wrongness within the ship. Even through the dampening field and the vast superstructure that lay between where he sat and engineering; something, not a vibration really, but something perhaps akin to that, radiated from the deck plating into the soft soles of his boots, then up his legs and into his breast, where it planted a cold dagger of fear in the pit of his heart. The engines simply felt wrong. It was as if the ship itself lay trembling in terror at something unknown and fast approaching.

Finally Tock’s gravelly voice grated against his eardrum, surprising him even as he waited and causing him to sit suddenly more erect.

“I have the results from the bots, Cap. I was wrong. These readings are real. We’re definitely experiencing more gravity than we should be, and the gap between what we’re getting and what’s nominal is definitely increasing, and increasing more quickly the closer in we get.”

Tock advanced no further theory, explanation, or solution. That was very unlike him, and the idea that there was something happening on approach that neither his ship nor his engineering staff understood instantly catapulted Mult’s mood from simple unease into unequivocal consternation.

It took him less than a second to come to a decision. “Override the approach program,” he ordered. “I want this ship sub-light in two minutes.”

“Aye, sir. But that’ll be hard on the drives and really ramp up the G’s when all we’re liable to gain from it is a long glide into orbit.” It was clear Tock did not like mistreating the engines without more substantial proof that it was a necessity.

Mult, however, had no such qualms. “I don’t care, Chief,” he snapped autocratically. “Just do it!” He had no wish to pull rank on his friend, but something was not right, he had no idea what was happening, and he was not in the mood for any arguments about what to do next.

Instinctively, he whipped his chair around to face aft and immediately afterward was pressed more deeply into its padding as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate against the suddenly increasing deceleration. Normality was restored momentarily and he spun his chair back into his station. The chief engineer’s voice was already in his earpiece.

“New parameters are engaged. Sub-light speed in one minute, fifty four seconds. Stress levels are high, but manageable. She’s handling it as if she just came out of the yard, sir.”

“Very good, Chief,” Mult said. “Endurant, start a countdown at sub-light plus twenty seconds.” The ship acknowledged and he waited, continuing to nervously squeeze the skin beneath the whiskers of his unshaven chin. When the ship finally spoke he was yet again startled.

“Commencing countdown. Twenty, nineteen, eighteen,…” As the ship droned on with the count, Mult reached for his sensor goggles and placed them over his eyes. He adjusted the fit until they sat comfortably over the bridge of his nose and then removed his hands. As he did so the two straps on either side of the device found each other behind his head and tightened to hold it snugly against his face. He sat in the darkness provided by the thick eyepieces, waiting for them to activate, as the countdown proceeded.

When the ship dropped below the speed of light the sensors suddenly came to life, but did not reveal the sight that Mult had expected. There was no giant sphere of Akadea looming before him, no mass of factories, no thousands of ships. Instead only an area of utter darkness lay directly before the bow, a darkness so deep and complete it could mean only one thing.

Klaxons were ringing in his ears even as the thought flashed across his brain; while in the background the steady intonation of Endurant’s warning repeated itself over and over. “Emergency proximity alert, gravity well at three fifty six by five degrees. Emergency proximity alert…” He waited, paralyzed, for Endurant to take evasive action before it abruptly hit him that he had taken control from the ship.

He lifted the goggles slightly with his left hand and peered out from under them for long enough to find the intercom mute with his right, silencing the cacophony of voices that sounded in his ear. “Everyone off the com,” he ordered. “Now! I want silence on board. Endurant, enough of the warning! I can see it. Jarad?” For a moment there was no reply. “Jarad?” he repeated.

“Here sir.” Mustacka’s reply was tense, with fear dripping audibly from both syllables.

“Uncouple us,” Mult commanded. “We’ll never get out of this pulling the barges.” He did not need Hyra’s navigational displays or even a report from her to know that they were already much too close to the monster that confronted them. Escape, even without the barge train, was going to be a dicey proposition. Nevertheless, somewhere deep in the back of his mind an inane thought crystallized. He felt certain that if he survived, the company was going to be very upset with him for losing the payload, and for a split second he actually felt guilty about it. He pushed the thought aside and, without waiting for Mustacka to respond, turned his attention to the Navcom station. “Hyra, we’re losing the barges,” he said. “As soon as we’re free, move us out of the way, and take the best course to starboard that will get us around this thing while putting the least amount of stress on the ship. Copy?”

“Yes sir! Copy that.” Her response was by the book, but the relief it conveyed was unmistakable. Apparently she wholeheartedly concurred with his decision to abandon the barges to their fate within the singularity.

Behind him, Mult could both hear and feel the heavy metallic scrapes and muffled clangs as the connections to the barges were severed. He glanced over his left shoulder, and through the goggles he could see them being pulled past the ship toward their destruction. Endurant veered away, her engines pushing her nose to starboard. Around him, the ship began to groan as the gravitational stresses of fighting against the black hole’s immense pull built on her hull.

“Hyra, where are we?” he demanded, his mind unable to process the most likely conclusion.

Her voice came back almost whimpering. “This is the right spot, Captain. This is where Akadea is supposed to be. I think it’s gone.” Gone? It took a moment for the word to sink into Mult’s consciousness. Gone? His wife, his family, along with billions and billions of other people; simply gone? It couldn’t be. There had to be some mistake.

“Hyra,” he said, forcing himself to speak calmly, “Akadea can’t be gone. Check again.”

“I’ve checked and rechecked, sir, several times. The stars are where they’re supposed to be, and we are where we’re supposed to be. It’s Akadea that’s not here. Ask Endurant.” Mult swallowed hard, then did as the Navcom officer suggested.

“Endurant,” he asked. “Where is Akadea?”

The ship replied softly in its feminine voice which was, despite the enormity of the situation, as inflectionless and devoid of emotion as it had ever been. “Akadea is no longer at its mapped coordinates.”

“I don’t want to know where it’s not; I want to know where it is, you witless bucket of bolts!” Mult was too upset now to worry about any repercussions from insulting the ship. He was on the verge of losing control.

Endurant, of course, took no offense. “Insufficient data exists for definitive conclusion,” the ship replied sweetly. “However, the most likely hypothesis is that Akadea is no longer at any spatial point of reference. It appears to have been swallowed by the gravity well before us.”

Mult slumped in his chair. It was unthinkable, very nearly the entire human race killed. Dead. Gone. “How can that be?” he murmured, unaware that he had spoken aloud.

Nevertheless Endurant heard and answered. “Insufficient data exists for definitive conclusion. However, the most likely hypothesis is that the star that burned at the center of Akadea has collapsed, and pulled the surrounding spheres into itself, and that has somehow vastly accelerated the process of creating a black hole. Insufficient data exists for definitive conclusion as to the cause of said collapse or the processes involved in the formation of the black hole. No further hypothesis available at this time.”

The words left Mult speechless and stupefied, unable even to curse the ship and its sterile, impassive assessment of the cataclysm. The magnitude of the catastrophe had reduced him to numbness. Around him the ululation of metal strained beyond its limits ratcheted ever higher as Endurant struggled against the gargantuan forces that clawed at her, but all Mult could do was tear the goggles from his face and sit staring into the controls before him.

It was Hyra’s frantic voice in his ear that finally penetrated his horror induced catatonia. “Captain, we’re not going to make it! Every bit of thrust I have is pushing us to starboard, but we’re still not hitting the angle we need. We’re going to be pulled in.” The sheer need implicit in her pleading report brought Mult back to himself. He was the captain; he had to do something.

“Chief,” he yelled into his com unit, “we need more power. All the power you’ve got or we’re all dead. Do you copy?”

There was a pause before Tock answered. When he did, his voice was nearly drowned out by the screaming metallic agony of Endurant, the hull seeming to wrench and grind with even greater ferocity deep in the ship than it did on the bridge. “I copy, Captain,” he screamed over the din. “But the engines are all firewalled now. There’s nothing left.”

Mult considered their options and immediately realized there was only one. “Engage the star drive,” he said softly, as dread, heavy as an anvil, fell into his awareness.

“I didn’t get that, sir,” shouted the Engineer. “Did you say engage the star drive?”

“Yes!” Mult ordered, this time much more forcefully. “Engage the star drive now.”

“That’ll tear us to pieces, sir,” Tock protested. “We’re not that far from minimum activation velocity, but against this gravity it’s still suicide; there’s no way she’ll take the strain. The drive assembly will separate from the ship and take half the hull with it.”

“I know that,” Mult shouted with resignation. “But if we don’t do something right now we’re all going to be a whole lot smaller. It’s the only chance we’ve got. Now light that drive! And hope whoever built the old girl did it well enough that she comes out of this in one piece.”

Mult retrieved his goggles and resettled them over his eyes. He only had time for one glance at the black hole before he felt the surge of power shudder through the ship. For an instant the bow moved several degrees farther to starboard, pulling away from the horror that sought to devour them. But abruptly a visceral, excruciating scream of tearing metal emanated from below, ending what little hope Mult had entertained of escape. He knew they were finished even before the remnants of the drives shot from beneath his perch, cartwheeling away amidst a cloud of debris and then, bereft of a power source, being pulled back toward the singularity.

“Chief?” Mult whispered into his com, expecting no reply and getting none. “Gunter?” As he spoke, the fatally wounded Endurant heeled over to port, and started to fall almost directly into the blackness that had once been Akadea. As the ship hurtled over the event horizon, Mult’s last living perception was a vision of his wife and children standing before him, their arms opened wide as if in welcome.





CHAPTER TWO:

Entropy in the Outlands

38,224 B.C.

Despite the hood of rough homespun the old man had draped over his head to shield both his scalp and the back of his rawboned neck, and the robes he wore to protect the rest of his body; the relentless African sun still burned hotly enough in the afternoon sky to plague him as he bent to his fruitless task. Droplets of perspiration formed in the crooks of his legs and rolled down his calves, while sweat from his armpits wetted his flanks. Beads of the fluid gathered in the graying hair over his sternum and pectorals, matting the curly bristles to his chest. His garments clung to his skin wherever they touched his body.

He would have preferred to work indoors, but there was nothing beneath a roof with light bright enough for him to discern the details of his work. Even the relative comfort of a shade tree was denied him by his failing eyesight. He raised the next circuit board and held it up in the sunlight, three quarters of a spindly arm’s length from his face, just far enough away for him to focus on its intricacies. At that distance he propped it against a block he had set atop the wooden table before him and connected it to a portable power supply.

He then retrieved his battered circuit tester, and took one of its electrodes in each hand, reaching out unsteadily to touch the thread thin needles to the tiny contacts on the board, attempting to determine if it was usable, reparable, or beyond hope. With each touch his back stiffened and his head rose, moving his squinting eyes just far enough away from the tester for him to be able to read the results displayed across its tiny screen. Finally one touch of his electrodes brought forth a muttered obscenity as well, as its results were not to the old man’s liking.

He worked through most of the afternoon, patiently disassembling the guts of the robot, testing each component as well as he was able with such a basic instrument, and then reassembling the unit with those parts he could find no fault in along with others cannibalized from units long since retired. Nothing worked. With each incarnation the automaton simply lay in the dust, immobile and unresponsive. At last he disgustedly tossed the most recent board he had tested to the table top and leaned back in his rickety chair. It’s no use, he thought. They’re all going to fail sooner or later. Without spare parts there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

Already there were too few Grangers to plant, mind, and harvest the fields, and too few Sentinels to protect them. No Sentinels remained to guard the village. With each passing year there were fewer of each, and each season the earth yielded up its abundance in a more miserly fashion. It had reached the point where most of the colonists worked only in the pursuit of sustenance, accomplishing nothing save mere survival. Indeed, not only was the colony not prospering, it was falling into disrepair. The solar collectors, like the robot corps, were slowly failing, and there was no way to repair them or manufacture replacements. As the power dwindled, the lives of the colonists became progressively more primitive.

The loss of the robots and the power grid were not crucial; the settlement could survive bereft of both. But the old man was hardly so certain their small band could deal with the other problems they faced. The most pressing of these was the utter savagery of the unfinished world upon which they lived; the planet was simply not ready to be colonized.

Sol Three’s atmosphere had been perfectly apt for human habitation for uncounted centuries before the colonists’ arrival, and the bio-diversity of the globe had been planned to the last detail. After centuries of work, the planet should have been well on its way to becoming a literal paradise. But the plans that had been so carefully laid had never come to ultimate fruition. While the great apes and mankind’s more distant genetic ancestors had been established here long ago and had survived well enough, many other life forms that should have been sent to Earth had never been introduced at all. And by the same token, many native species that had been marked for alteration or eradication had ultimately never been dealt with.

There was danger everywhere one turned, and the perils increased by leaps and bounds as the technology designed to protect the colonists slowly failed. There were poisons in the plants, insects that carried disease, reptiles and arachnids with deadly venom in their fangs, and predators galore, many of them large enough and strong enough to easily kill and carry off even the hardiest male among the colonists. Even the microbes in the air and water here could be deadly now that the medical supplies had been exhausted. And there was nary a magma vent constructed anywhere on the planet. If the myriad other dangers did not destroy the colony, it seemed certain that some mammoth eruption ultimately would. Either that or a cosmic collision, as there was no functioning asteroid protection. The condition of the planet was more akin to an automated mining colony than something fit for human habitation.

The men and women sent to Sol Three had supposedly been an advance team meant to carve out the beginnings of the first city on the new world while the final stages of the planet’s remodeling were under way. But the settlement had never been meant to be an entity capable of self-sustainment, a colony that could survive shorn of support from the home world. Everyone involved had been well aware of that, from the upper echelons of the Colonial Authority down to the youngest settler. And yet here they were, stranded on a malignant globe.

And if all that were not enough, there were the indigenous proto-humanoids, bipeds who walked nearly as upright as the colonists did, but were otherwise hirsute, brawny creatures with sloping foreheads and large, heavy brow ridges. They seemed to possess some rudimentary intelligence, but if they had a language it remained indecipherable to the colonists. The brutish beings traveled in small bands and were for the most part still fearful of the Akadeans, giving their enclave a wide berth. But despite their avoidance of the settlement proper, their often empty stomachs did at times overcome their natural reticence and drove them to raid the colony’s fields.

Agriculture was beyond the scope of their intellect, and the readily available nourishment that grew on the farms of the colony had over time become a greater and greater temptation to the simple hunter gatherers. And over the years, as their initial trepidity of the interlopers from the skies had waned, their depredations had become almost commonplace, sometimes dangerous, and on occasion led to lethal confrontations between themselves and those colonists forced to help the overworked Sentinels drive them away. Some few of the colonists and many more of the stocky humanoids were killed each year in these clashes.

The Akadean population had been further decimated by other, less feral means as well; as some had given up on the community altogether, abandoning it to go in search of more hospitable climes. Several times each year, a group as large as a dozen or as few as two would slip away, usually in the dead of night, never to be seen again. With each desertion, the colony became a little weaker and little more vulnerable.

There was desperation behind each of the departures. Every man and woman in the village knew full well of the centuries the planet had been meticulously groomed for colonization. Even before they had embarked on the ships that brought them here; years of study had deemed their present location to be the most beneficent on the planet for both prosperity and expansion. Dreams of randomly stumbling into a less threatening and more bountiful locale were almost certainly nothing save delusory hopes. But desperate minds never allow the facts to interfere with their views, the old man thought, so people continued to drift away.

Clumsily, he maneuvered his chair back from the table and rose to his full height, frowning as he did so at the creaking sounds that came from his knees. The fabric that covered his head fell down over his back as he stood, revealing a shock of shoulder length white hair, which thinned to nonexistence across the crown of his pate. He rearranged the makeshift hood so that once again only his weatherbeaten face was left bare to the sun, and turned to shuffle away toward the hill where he had begun to spend more and more of his time. The whitish robes he wore trailed through the dust his sandal clad feet lifted in his wake.

“Where are you going?” He turned in the direction of the voice to see the slight figure of his wife standing in the doorway of their dilapidated home. Her hair was askance, locks of it loosed from the tie at the back of her neck, the graying strands falling about her sweat-stained cheeks. Standing with hands on her hips, her lined features looked as severe as the sound of her voice; while her clothing was as rough and native as the old man’s own.

“I need a break,” he said. “I don’t know if I can fix that one anymore.” He gestured to the assortment of parts strewn around the table that had at one time been a functioning Sentinel. “I’m going for a walk.”

“Well, don’t be too long,” she said, scolding him gently. “And be careful. I’d go with you but I have dinner on. And say a prayer for her from me while you’re up there.” He nodded, not thinking it unusual in the least that she would know exactly where he intended to go without him saying. He turned and trudged away between the empty houses.

We’ve both grown so feeble, he thought, as he walked slowly through the village. He had never felt nor seen the effects of aging before he had come to this world. On Akadea, the magic of medical science kept people from showing their age, and when age outdistanced the reach of technology, a person simply exchanged a worn out body for a new one. It was a process that continued until one was either killed in some freak accident or the brain became too ancient to respond to treatment and lost function. So the old man had been unprepared for the aches and pains, for the loss of youth and vitality, that a life on Earth had come to mean. He had expected to be able to leave the colony for home when the time came for rejuvenation. But it was not to be. He was only in his third embodiment, less than three hundred years old, and slowly dying.

How could they maroon us like this, he raged silently. The bastards! He walked along with his mind a seething tempest, until the tide of anger that had flooded his brain ebbed and reason returned. They had not been deserted or forgotten; that interpretation of events was clearly irrational. It simply could not be. Akadeans did not do such things. It was true that the band of colonists had come here to establish a secluded retreat for their now eccentric religion; to be free from the scorn of a society were so few still believed. But surely it was not possible that their brethren had turned their backs on them for that reason alone. No, that was not what had happened. Something had gone wrong; something had gone terribly wrong.

When the supply ships had ceased their deliveries and the colony’s stores fell to critical levels, drones had been systematically dispatched back to the home world, one every six months, until there were none left to be sent. Each carried messages detailing the colony’s plight. All of them could not have malfunctioned; some of them must have reached Akadea. Perhaps the beacon frequency had been changed and the Colonial Authority had neglected to inform them. But there was no evidence that Colonial Authority ships still arrived anywhere on or around Sol Three. The authority could have been disbanded by now for all the old man knew. But whatever else had happened it was clear that the reengineering of the planet had ceased, and apparently was not to be resumed. And it made no difference anyway. Even if the bureaucracy of the authority still functioned back home and had indeed changed the frequency, drones were programmed to begin broadcasting across the spectrum if they were not retrieved after a few weeks. After fifty years certainly one of them would have been found by someone. So why had there never been a reply? The old man had gone over every possibility he could imagine a thousand times, and had yet to come up with a satisfactory answer. Why bother, he asked himself. Accept it; don’t dwell on the past. No freighter filled with desperately needed supplies was going to miraculously appear in orbit high above, and there was no way for them to reach out on their own, as the colony was millenniums away from having the means to build starships. It was merely a fact of life that they were stuck here. The colonists would have to do the best they could on their own.

He reached the base of the hillside and started up the well worn path. It was not a steep climb, and the path wound from side to side as it traversed the ascent, making the trek even less arduous. Nevertheless the old man stopped halfway up for a rest, his heart beating ominously from exertion. He turned to sit on a small boulder next to the track, a spot grown familiar to him over time. He had paused here often on his slogs up to the cemetery.

From this vantage point he could see the whole of the settlement stretched out below him. It was not an encouraging vista. Although impervious to corrosion or rot, all the plastiform buildings showed, even at this distance, signs of aging and deterioration. They sat arranged in their immaculately laid out pattern, bleaching in the sun and cracking from the heat. The outlying domiciles were vacant now, their desuetude confirmed by the tall grass that surrounded them and the encroaching vegetation that would one day overwhelm them. The village seemed dead, a few thin columns of smoke rising from afternoon cook fires the only proof that it was inhabited at all. Most of the settlers were away at this time of day, hard at work either on protection or provisioning.

The old man could see, barely, the women and the young amidst the plantings, tending to the crops alongside the remaining Grangers. At the edges of the fields the men; those who were not out hunting, patrolled; armed only with spears and crude bows. The power packs for the few weapons they had brought with them from Akadea had been exhausted years ago.

The last of the remaining Sentinels moved restlessly along their assigned paths three meters above the crops, but their small numbers were of little use. Marauding birds bolted skyward at their approach, squawking loudly; they had long since been imbued with a fear of the electric sting the machines imparted. But experience had also taught them the threat radius of the robots, and they quickly settled back to earth to continue their plundering once the danger had passed. It was the old man’s opinion that the birds benefited more from the crops than did the colonists.

Slowly becoming more and more morose as he looked out over the small demesne of the settlement and the evidence of its decline, he pushed himself up off the rock and forced his haggard legs into motion, plodding deliberately up the path toward his objective. He did not look back at the village for the remainder of the climb. Instead he kept his eyes glued to the narrow groove of dry, denuded earth; formed by nothing more than the grating pressure of thousands of footfalls; that led to the summit. At last he reached the hilltop and made his way across the relatively flat expanse toward his goal, a certain gravesite. His feet knew the way to the marker. He shuffled bleakly past stones denoting the more recent deaths, making his way to the back of the necropolis and his daughter’s plot. When he reached it he halted and stood quietly, reverently, as he tried to remember only the good things about her life but could not.

“Oh, Evenia,” he said softly, his eyes closed and head shaking slowly, volitionlessly, from side to side. After a time a single word escaped his lips. “Why?” The question was posed to the air and the universe. It was a question he never ceased to ask from this spot, yet he had never expected an answer.

She had been so young, not even twenty-five years of age when she had been taken, barely on the verge of her first marriage. Her intended had been with the old man when they found her, or what was left of her. The big cat had not left much. The old man had been a younger man then, but even so all he could do was fall into a grief stricken malaise. The son in-law to be took it not nearly so well. He had howled in agony, an abruptly broken and angry man, and had rushed back to the village to gather up all the weapons that still functioned and recruit a posse to help him exact revenge. It was a mission they accomplished in less than two days. When the group marched back into the settlement it was with the cat’s hide, a pelt the young man incorporated into his wardrobe from that day forward.

He was gone now; he had been for years. He had disappeared with one of the small bands that left seeking better fortune elsewhere. Not that it mattered, the old man thought. The fiancé had changed from a fine young man into a hostile, almost unrecognizable person. A tangible sense of relief had spread over the village as word of his departure had made the rounds. Few had been sorry to find him gone.

But he was hardly the only one to have been altered by the nature of the world upon which they had been reefed. Many had taken different paths to a similar madness, and it seemed that nearly everyone was not as sane as when they had arrived.

O Creator of all, the old man wailed in his mind, what will become of us in this place? He fell to his knees and collapsed into an upright fetal ball next to his daughter’s grave, softly beseeching his God not for rescue, but only for the opportunity to be reunited with his offspring upon his death, an event he strongly suspected would soon be in the offing. The promise to his wife was also not forgotten as he uttered a small prayer on her behalf. Afterward he sat by the gravesite staring into the empty sky until the sun was low, the shadows were long, and he knew it was past time to go.

At last he rose and walked away. As he made his way back along the trail to the village, foreboding wrapped around him like cerements. In the last few hours he had finally fully accepted what should have been clear to him for decades. All of his and his neighbors’ efforts were in vain. The colony would never prosper, or even survive. What few people remained when the settlement at long last collapsed would eventually be dispersed into various groups and clans, left to their own devices to attempt to scratch survival out of this harsh and unforgiving world.

His Evenia may have been one of the lucky ones, as he was certain degeneration was all that awaited the survivors. Even now, the children in the settlement were maturing into much coarser and less erudite specimens of adolescence than their parents had ever been. And that was a trend that would continue. Despite the emphasis among the elders on leaving behind a written tableau of their expertise and experience, no one could record everything residing in their skulls. Only a fraction of what they knew would be passed on to the young.

And it would only get worse as his people died at younger and younger ages. Tomorrow’s children would be deprived of their parents at an even earlier age than today’s youth; and with those parents, knowledge; knowledge that could not be replaced; would also be taken to the grave. And as their progeny created their own lineage, future generations would be condemned to increasingly shorter and more arduous existences than those who had come before. In fifty generations the descendants of the colony would be lucky if they were able to read what had been left behind, much less write their own stories. In a hundred lifetimes they would be little more than animals. If in the end mankind somehow survived on this misbegotten world, what would humanity look like in a thousand generations? What bitter fruit, the old man wondered darkly, would this shriveling and neglected branch of the human race ultimately put forth.





CHAPTER THREE:

And All the Children Go Insane

1969 A.D.

“Lieutenant?” The word was a whisper so soft that it floated through the night like an evanescent wisp of smoke. It flowed gently past O’Keefe’s dormant consciousness, and then dissipated into nothingness. The request had been barely audible over the raindrops that struck his poncho, and he was glad that it was gone now, for even as he drowsed his mind recognized the burdens implicit in the title and the rank, and wanted nothing of them. Only rest was important now. “Lieutenant!” This time the whisper was harsher, and shot from the gloom like a sniper’s round. Lieutenant Achilles Aeneas O’Keefe, United States Marine Corps, snapped to full alertness, abandoning the semi-conscious state that passed for sleep in the bush.

“What is it?” he hissed. He had only been awake for two seconds and already he was aggravated. A small pool of collected rain water had poured from his poncho on to one of the few still dry sections of his uniform when he had twitched upon waking. The implication of the draining water also made him suddenly cognizant of the increased intensity of the rain. When he had drifted off it had been merely a misty drizzle; now it drummed steadily on the plastic hood that surrounded his helmet.

Baker, the platoon RTO; his high, Harlem-accented voice modulating an octave above its usual pitch and betraying a hint of unease; replied only loud enough to be heard over the rain. “It’s the LP, sir. Teejay’s got something.”

“Shit,” O’Keefe breathed. “Gimme!” He slid against the muddy side of the fighting hole until he could feel Baker next to him. The RTO dutifully found his proffered hand, pressing the handset into his palm. O’Keefe pushed his helmet up a notch to put the receiver to his ear, grimacing as more water found its way beneath his poncho.

“This is Six. What’s up, Teejay? Over.” He whispered softly into the microphone, making an effort to project a confidence he did not really feel but that he knew was a prerequisite for command.

Teejay’s anxious voice came back, barely audible over the electronic hum of the radio. “Charlie’s in the treeline, sir. We got boocoo noise out here. Sounds like they’re settin’ up some heavy shit, sir; and it sounds like a lot of ‘em. Sounds like a whole regiment in there. No shit, sir, I think we’re looking at a real number ten. Over.”

O’Keefe did his best to supply a measured response. “Okay, you and Thor get back here di di mau, but be careful and do it quietly. Stick to your route, and remember there’s Claymores close in. So don’t scare anybody; let us know before you come through the perimeter. Over.”

The voice that came back sounded steadier now and shaded with gratitude. “You don’t hafta tell me twice—I mean, affirmative; sir. Out.”

O’Keefe turned his head in Baker’s direction. “Get me the FB. Then find the sarge. Tell him to get everybody locked and loaded and then get your ass back here. And don’t forget to tell ‘em about the LP.” With that he rolled over on his belly and pushed himself up far enough to peer out over the edge of the fighting hole. There was nothing to see save a wall of darkness. A tiger could have been crouching a few yards away, its muscles tensing to spring at his face, and he would have never known. And he damn sure couldn’t see the treeline.

His other senses were equally as useless. The only sound that reached his ears besides the rain was Baker’s muffled voice attempting to raise the firebase. Inhaling deeply through his nose, he sampled the air for any scent but found only the ubiquitous odor of rotting vegetation that permeated the landscape throughout the rainy season. Not that he had ever smelled a VC. As far as he could tell they smelled like the jungle. He only tried because of the stories he’d heard, stories of Charlie being able to find Americans on even the darkest nights just by their foreign odor. He had no idea if it were true or not, but somehow the VC always seemed to know just where the Marines had dug in.

It’s just like everything else in this damned country, O’Keefe thought, you never know anything for sure. Nothing he had ever been taught, in the military or elsewhere, had prepared him for Vietnam. He had no idea what to believe any more. Most of the supposed truths he had accepted all his life came to naught out here, while brutality he would never have thought existed even in the deepest, darkest corners of men’s souls bubbled to the surface on a near daily basis.

As far as he could tell there were only about three things you could really count on out in the bush. One was that every non-American couldn’t care less if you lived or died; another was that the only people you could trust implicitly were members of your own platoon, not counting any FNGs; and lastly, that Charlie didn’t play. That was the one undeniable truth of the war; the Viet Cong were worthy adversaries.

Sometimes as he lay in his fighting hole at night he wondered how their commanders did it. How could you motivate men in their circumstances? They were stuck out here in this godforsaken shithole year round. A good night for them was any night they didn’t have to attack the Americans; it was a night stuck in a wet, dimly lit tunnel with only a cold bowl of rice for food. They had minimal supplies, virtually no supporting arms, and were facing an enemy with what must have seemed to them like unlimited, staggering firepower. Yet still they fought like hellhounds on steroids. As much as he hated the little bastards, O’Keefe could not help but feel admiration for their fortitude and their courage.

Baker nudged him in the ribs and O’Keefe rolled over onto his back and slid down into the hole, shoulder to shoulder with the radioman. Baker pushed the handset into O’Keefe’s chest, holding it there until the lieutenant took it from him. “I got Arty, sir,” he murmured. “Be right back.” With that he abandoned the radio and slithered through the muck and out of the hole.

O’Keefe pulled out his map and hunched over it, attempting to keep any stray beams from his small flashlight from escaping the confines of his poncho. There was no need to give the VC an aiming point. When at last he was situated, he spoke. “This is Delta Six, over.”

Big Joe Holland’s voice suddenly erupted from the handset, too loudly it seemed. “Hey Flakman, is that you? Over.” He used the appellation the other officers had derived from O’Keefe’s first and middle initials. O’Keefe flinched, angry and ready to berate the big man, but thought better of it. Don’t lose it, Hill, he told himself. The handset is right in your ear. If you couldn’t hear the VC packing in their shit, they damn sure can’t hear a voice on the radio through your head in a foxhole in the pouring rain. Nobody’s that good.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he replied as loudly as he dared. “I got a feeling we’re gonna need your guns in a big way tonight, man. My LP tells me we got boocoo VC in the treeline in front of us. Over.”

“No sweat,” came the confident reply. “You coordinate, we obliterate. Plus, we’re having a pretty quiet night. I guess the gooners don’t like the rain any more than we do. You want we start off with some illum? Over.”

Big Joe spoke in a brash, fearless manner; and it was not an attitude fostered by spending his time inside the concertina wire that surrounded the firebase. O’Keefe had seen him, more than once, out on the perimeter during an enemy attack pumping out rounds like a bushrat. The burly lieutenant had been an offensive lineman in college; to him protecting his big howitzers was little different than protecting his quarterback. It was part of his job, and he did it to the best of his ability and without hesitation.

“No, definitely not,” O’Keefe answered. “My LP isn’t back yet. I don’t want to light ‘em up out there. Just give me a Willie Peter at, um,” he hastily rechecked the coordinates, “147820 North, 1081456 East. Over.” Encryption was needless; Charlie clearly already knew the Marines were there.

No sooner had O’Keefe spoken than he heard the thoomp, thoomp, thoomp of enemy mortars. “Incoming!” he yelled instinctively, no longer concerned with quiet. The last syllable hadn’t died in his throat before Baker landed heavily in the fighting hole beside him.

“Shit,” the RTO grunted loudly, “I don’t think the sarge got to everybody, but I bet they’re ready to rock and roll now!” Both men rolled into balls at the bottom of the hole, waiting for the shells to impact. A few, seemingly never-ending seconds later, the explosions erupted far to their rear. Well Charlie, O’Keefe thought, you don’t quite know exactly where we are, do you? The VC’s ignorance wouldn’t last long. He was already aware of bursts from M-16s close by and AK fire coming from the direction of the tree line.

“On the way,” Holland’s voice said from the handset. Time crawled as O’Keefe waited. The mortars fired again. He held the handset tightly to his ear as he hugged the muddy bottom of the fighting hole. At last Holland’s voice was again in his ear with just two words; “Splash! Over.”

O’Keefe started counting down from ten. At eight the exploding mortar shells shook the ground beneath him, off to the right but much closer now. At five O’Keefe started to push his way up the edge of the hole, still holding the handset. At three he stuck his head out over the top. At one the white phosphorous round impacted, right on time. It was about fifty yards short of the treeline and some seventy to eighty yards to the left of where O’Keefe had seen muzzle flashes from VC small arms. An instant after it landed he ducked back into the hole to protect his night vision, and his head.

He spat words into the handset as fast as he could without being misunderstood. “Azimuth seventy-five right, elevation plus fifty. Fire for effect! Over!” He could no longer hear the launching mortars over the cacophony of small arms fire, but he knew that the third salvo was on its way or soon would be.

Holland’s voice again spoke from the handset, repeating “Splash! Over.” O’Keefe held his helmet tightly to his head as he counted down the seconds. At two he peered up over the edge of the fighting hole and watched as the first rounds impacted directly in the midst of the treeline, just to the left of where the VC were dug in. In the garish light of the explosions great gouts of earth, splinters of trees, and parts of whatever or whoever happened to be in there were hurled into the air where each of the hundred and five millimeter rounds exploded.

O’Keefe yelled back to Holland, “You’re right on top of ’em. Walk ’em to the right and they’re all toast. Over.” Seconds later he watched as the explosions did exactly that, marching down the treeline to the right and destroying everything in their path.

Baker, forgetting himself, slapped O’Keefe on the back. “Good shootin’ Lieutenant,” he yelled in O’Keefe’s face; his own damp countenance lit preternaturally by the flashes of the explosions. Then into the night and the rain he screamed, “Get some, Arty. Get some!”

The mortars were silenced, as was the small arms fire. His own men fired sporadically but that too slowly tailed off as the sarge calmed them down. Holland’s howitzers were still firing at O’Keefe’s behest, now walking back down to the left through the tree line; destroying, hopefully, anything they might have missed with their first salvos. O’Keefe handed the handset back to Baker.

“Where’s the sarge? You know?” he yelled over the booming detonations.

“He was over by Handjob’s hole last I saw him. But that was before the gooners lit us up. He could be anywhere now.” Baker shrugged in the darkness.

“Okay,” O’Keefe nearly screamed, “I’m gonna go find him. You stay put and tell Big Joe to keep layin’ it on ’em.”

He scrambled over the edge of the fighting hole and half ran, half crawled toward the spot where he remembered Handjob to be dug in. Flashes of shellfire gave him a glimpse of the hole through the rain. He dropped to his belly at the edge of the Marine’s excavation. “Handjob,” he spat into the darkness, “you seen the sarge?”

Gunnery Sergeant Robert G. Wilson, his voice as deep and hard as quarried stone, answered for the private. “Here, sir. You better get down here too, with all the shit kicking up out there.” Before O’Keefe could respond he felt the strong hands of the sergeant grab his flak jacket through his poncho and pull him head first into the hole. He struggled to right himself until Wilson got him by the chest and pushed him upright against the muddy wall. “It’s a lot safer down here, sir,” Wilson said in a patronizing tone that clearly demonstrated the old fighter’s concern for his lieutenant. O’Keefe felt a wave of fraternal affection for the gruff, older man pour into his psyche. He leaned toward him, and with his arm wrapped around the sergeant’s helmet, pulled his head close to his own.

“Everybody okay?” O’Keefe asked, his mouth next to the man’s ear.

“Yes, sir, as far as I know,” was Wilson’s reply, “but nobody’s seen the LP. They should’ve been back by now. And by the way sir, good job with the arty.”

“Thanks, Gunney,” O’Keefe mumbled, probably unheard because of the thunderous barrage still raking the treeline, but his mind was suddenly too preoccupied with the LP’s absence to engage in any conversation. Thor and Teejay most definitely should have been back inside the perimeter by now. There had been plenty of time even if they had been forced to crawl back. Could they be lost? That wasn’t likely. Thor always knew where he was. Even in this rain, with shellfire coming down, it was impossible for O’Keefe to believe that the Kentucky farm boy, who had taken to the bush like a native, could not find his way back to the platoon. Something was wrong.

“They’re not done yet,” O’Keefe suddenly blurted out into the darkness. “They’re gonna hit us again. There’s sappers out there right now, creeping up on us. Probably with a whole battalion of VC right behind ‘em, lying in the weeds, just waiting for the signal. All we got with the arty was their mortars and some support personnel. I’d betcha anything. That’s why the LP is layin’ chilly. They’re probably stuck right in the middle of ‘em. Damn! Make sure everybody’s ready, Sarge. I gotta get back to the radio.”

“You got it, sir,” the sergeant answered as O’Keefe climbed back up into the night. His boots tugged at his feet, sticking in the mud as he ran hard for his own hole. When he reached it he careened into it over his radioman and landed with a squishy thud beside him.

“I don’t think Charlie’s done for the night, Romy,” O’Keefe shouted. Romy, short for Romeo, was Baker’s platoon name, bestowed on him by his mates for his penchant of regaling them with longwinded tales of his assignations with the prostitutes he frequented whenever the opportunity presented itself. “Teejay and Thor aren’t back yet. There must be somebody between them and us. And there’s nobody out here but us and the VC. So stay alert, okay. You gotten anything from them? A break squelch? Anything?”

“No sir,” Baker answered, “I ain’t heard nothin’.” Both men lay with their chests against the side of the muddy hole, their eyes only inches above ground level, peering out into the rainy darkness for any hint of movement silhouetted against the artillery barrage.

The last of the shells slammed into the tree line and silence settled over the Marine’s position. Their night vision temporarily ruined, both men strained to hear the lightest footfall or whisper that would indicate the approach of the enemy. But the only sound came from the still falling droplets of rain. The radio squawked, and Baker moved to answer it. His voice drifted up to O’Keefe a few seconds later. “It’s Arty, Lieutenant. You want him?”

“No,” O’Keefe replied in a husky whisper, “tell him we’re cool, thanks, and good shooting.” Very big thanks, he thought to himself. Whatever VC had been in that tree line with the mortars had either bugged out or were dead. Holland had done his job with his usual efficiency.

Nevertheless two of O’Keefe’s Marines were still unaccounted for, and considering there were no wretched cries for help piercing the night, he was certain they had not been wounded. They might have both been killed, but O’Keefe would not accept that unless and until their bodies were recovered. And both Teejay and Thor were well aware of the VC’s predilection for torturing prisoners in the night, hoping their screams would draw the rest of the platoon into an ambush. They would not have let themselves be captured without calling for help and putting up a fierce fight. There was still only one reason to explain why they were not back. They were stranded out there, silently hugging the ground, while the enemy lurked between them and the perimeter.

But knowing the VC were up to something wasn’t the same thing as knowing what it was. Exactly what did they plan to do, O’Keefe wondered? He tried to put himself in the enemy commander’s place. After mulling the possibilities, he decided that the man, whoever he was, would wait. They were very patient, the VC; and they had until almost dawn to do their work. So they would delay for as long as possible, hoping the platoon would fall into a false sense of security, thinking the fire mission had forced their enemy to withdraw. Right now they would be sending their sappers out ahead; creeping, listening, and scouting; until they were sure of the exact position of the platoon and knew as much as possible about the disposition of the fighting holes.

O’Keefe mentally congratulated himself for having instructed his men to set their Claymores almost directly in front of their holes; if they had been placed further out it would have been a simple matter, with the noise of the rain to cover the sound of their movements, for the VC to find and rotate them without being detected. Then when the attack came the Marines would be blowing shrapnel back into their own positions.

The only remaining question was what form would the attack take? Their commander would have seen and noted the platoon’s proficiency in calling in indirect fire, while his only excuse for supporting arms, the mortars, were almost certainly all destroyed. He might have some grenades or B-40s, but otherwise he would be relegated to using only small arms. Therefore any officer worth his salt would not engage in another straight up firefight. No, O’Keefe thought, this attack will be a charge, a Banzai assault, an all-or-nothing gamble designed to swamp the platoon’s position and overwhelm them with numbers before the Marines could commit their faraway firepower to the fray. The VC were probably out there at that very moment shooting up whatever courage enhancing drugs they had in their meager inventory.

O’Keefe spent the next few minutes making sure of the platoon’s exact coordinates and giving them to Baker for transmission back to the firebase. No commander ever wanted to call in a strike on his own position, but there would be no alternative if the Viet Cong were successful in overrunning them, and there would be no time for calculating then, the call would have to go out in an instant. After O’Keefe completed his computations, he crawled out to help Wilson prepare the men for the inevitable.

It was not until he was back in the hole with his RTO that the dread gurgled up from his gut. It was the same thing that always happened when he thought the platoon was about to be hit. The waiting was the worst part of it. It let a man’s mind wander where it shouldn’t go. When he was busy worrying over the men, their preparedness, the platoon’s position, or the artillery; he had no time for fear. Now suddenly he had plenty. He noticed the sandpaper dryness of his tongue against the roof of his mouth and the constriction that gripped his chest. It felt as if his ribs were trying to crush his lungs. His hands involuntarily rose to his cheeks, rubbing the stubble there convulsively in an effort to abrade away the fear. He swallowed hard as he did so, trying to mentally push the feverish anxiety from his mind.

He was, of course, afraid of dying, but that was not what frightened him the most. The prospect of possible capture and torture, or wounds that would mutilate his body without killing him, were more horrible to him than death itself. Even more fearsome was the possibility that he would be unable to resist the undeniable and potent pull of self-preservation, that he would fall victim to cowardice, and fail those whose lives had been entrusted to his care.

He took a long deep breath and exhaled slowly. Then he closed his eyes and prayed. It was an inaudible and, for the most part, incoherent prayer, a general beseechment from a man to his Maker to protect him from the evils and dangers that surrounded him, to provide him the courage he would need before the night was over, and to take him to a better life if a divine shield could not be somehow fashioned for his protection. It was the kind of prayer that O’Keefe had repeated often, in one form or another, since his first night in the bush. And it helped. The all-consuming terror that had rendered him momentarily debilitated began to recede. The fear never left him, but it became manageable. He hugged his weapon close to his chest, clenched his teeth, and hunkered down to wait.

A short time later a shadowy figure slipped almost soundlessly into the hole with him and Baker, arriving more like a jungle predator than a man loaded with equipment. O’Keefe flinched, but knew in a heartbeat who the intruder was. He had been in the field with the sarge long enough to know Wilson’s movements as if they were his own. Had he been wholly invisible, O’Keefe would have recognized him merely by the soft cadence of his respiration. “What’s up, Gunney?” he whispered in an as off-hand a manner as he was able.

“Everybody’s ready to rock, sir,” Wilson announced softly, in a voice devoid of doubt or fear. No angst of any kind crept from his aura. O’Keefe could sense only anticipation, perhaps even eagerness. The sarge was to combat as Unitas was to football; regardless of the situation he was certain that he and his team would emerge victorious. Wilson steadied O’Keefe’s restless mind and jangled nerves merely by his presence.

“Good,” he replied, in a tone suffused with the confidence the sarge had roused in him. “But Thor and Teejay are still out there. We need to be sure of our targets. I don’t want any friendly fire KIAs.”

“I told ’em, sir,” Wilson answered, a hint of wounded pride in his voice.

“I figured you did, Sarge,” O’Keefe said, almost smiling in fondness for the man. “But it’s my job, you know?”

“My job, too, sir.”

“Yeah,” O’Keefe replied. There was silence for a moment in the hole. O’Keefe fidgeted, alternately caressing his rifle and then checking the grenades on his belt. “I’d damn near kill for a smoke right now,” he finally whispered, not because he had any intention of lighting the cigarette he so badly craved; he only wanted to hear Wilson’s voice again.

“Me, too,” chimed in a hopeful Baker.

“They’d smell it,” warned the sarge.

“I know,” O’Keefe said, not oblivious to Baker’s sigh of disappointment from across the hole. Not that it would really make any difference, he thought. The gooks know exactly where we are anyway, but smoking would be a bad example to set for the men.

“How’s Washington?” O’Keefe asked, just to distract himself from the thought of tobacco. Washington was their latest FNG, too much of a fucking new guy to even have been christened with a nickname. This was his first time out.

“I think he’s okay,” the sergeant replied earnestly. “I’ve got him over in Cochise’s hole. Chief didn’t like it too much, but he’s the best one to keep the boy straight. I checked with him after the mortars came in, and he said the guy didn’t freak or nothing. He seems to be a pretty cool cat for a cherry.”

“Good,” O’Keefe said again, but in a noncommittal tone this time. After that there was no more conversation. The three men crouched in the mud, leaning against the sloppy wall and taking turns peering into the darkness, waiting. Two hours came and went. The rain increased and then slackened, then stopped entirely. The Marines all waited uneasily in their fighting holes, watching and listening; but there was no discernable sign of anything save vegetation beyond their perimeter.

Suddenly a Claymore, forward of O’Keefe and to his left, belched its lethal innards out into the night. The screams of stricken guerillas were drowned out at once by small arms fire. O’Keefe, Wilson, and Baker were shoulder to shoulder in an instant, bringing their weapons to the ready immediately, all three M-16s synchronously brought butt to shoulder and eye to sight in an ominous ballet of impending destruction. They began firing in short bursts almost as one as targets appeared out of the darkness. More Claymores detonated. Phantom figures clad in black pajamas sprinted toward the perimeter, many falling. Some fell to make smaller targets and return fire but many more fell in heaps, dying.

Another figure appeared, running straight at O’Keefe. As if it were mounted on a pintle, O’Keefe smoothly swiveled his weapon, bringing the M-16 to bear. He began to squeeze the trigger, but something familiar in the stride of the oncoming shadow froze his finger half way to the firing point. A muzzle flash from another hole reflected against the wet, ebony skin of the figure’s neck and revealed, for a half second, the silhouette of a seemingly too large helmet atop a small man’s head. Teejay!

Even as the realization struck O’Keefe, the running soldier’s arms went all akimbo as he fell face forward to the muddy earth, his weapon and helmet flying off to either side. Get up, Teejay, O’Keefe urged soundlessly. Get up man; you’re too close to cover to die now. The Marine’s head lay a mere six feet from the edge of the hole.

Rage mounted in O’Keefe, increasing geometrically with each moment Teejay lay unmoving before him. In seconds he was mindless of fear and filled with the strength of wild anger. He screamed obscenities into the darkness and put out accurate, measured bursts of gunfire at every target that came into view. When a clip was spent, he discarded it and slapped in another with machine-like precision before rejoining the battle and continuing to spew lead and death into the night. In the blink of an eye instinct had taken over where rationality ended; he became a scythe of annihilation, an autonomic master of the battlefield. The transformation from frightened man to mighty implement of war was the apogee of a sharpening that had begun on his first day at the academy. All his training had been geared toward the attainment of this puissant state of mind and inculcating into his consciousness the acceptance of it. Now that training paid its dividends.

Around the perimeter, some few men, most notably Washington, alternated between cowering next to the wall of their fighting holes and popping up for a moment to launch a few ill-aimed rounds into the darkness. But the lion’s share of the platoon was gripped by the same rapacious fever that possessed O’Keefe, and they were obliterating the enemy that ran toward them as fast as they came into sight. Gunfire screamed out in every direction. Claymores launched more deadly shards into the faces of the charging enemy. Grenades sent shrapnel flying in all directions, striking down any man in their range not dug in or hugging the ground. Well aimed bullets shredded men’s bodies in an instant. And the Viet Cong died in droves.

Soon there were no more black clad figures running toward, through, or even near the platoon’s position. Enemy gunfire began to abate as every muzzle flash was answered with a withering fusillade of fire from within the Marines’ perimeter. The enemy was withdrawing. O’Keefe could wait no longer. His man wasn’t going to die out there because he had hesitated. He propped his weapon against the side of the hole and grabbed Wilson by the shoulder.

“Cover me, Sarge!” he shouted into the man’s face, “I’m going to get Teejay.”

“Lieutenant!” Wilson protested, but it was too late. O’Keefe was already scrambling over the edge of the hole. Gunfire erupted in even greater volumes as the Marines strove to keep their enemy’s heads down, and protect their leader. In two strides O’Keefe reached the prone body of his wounded grunt. Teejay would not have been heavy under the best of circumstances, but after several months in the bush, he had been reduced to a wiry man of all catgut and sinew. O’Keefe’s adrenaline-soaked muscles hoisted him easily over one shoulder. He turned back toward the fighting hole, but even as he did so he could see the ignition of several B-40s; a parting gesture from the retreating VC.

The firing points of the rockets were pulverized with Marine lead, likely killing whoever had launched them, but that meant nothing to O’Keefe. The RPGs were already on the way. They streaked toward the Marines’ position as O’Keefe lifted his booted right foot to run back to shelter, his body moving in agonizing slowness in comparison to the meteoric approach of the grenades. One of them found the earth directly behind him, where it would have blown Teejay into pulp had he not been moved. The explosion sprayed shrapnel through the air, many pieces heading straight for O’Keefe. Teejay absorbed most of the hits, his body acting as a shield while still slung over his lieutenant’s shoulder. A few small bits inconsequentially peppered the back of O’Keefe’s legs. But one larger, fiery hot piece of razor sharp metal buried itself in O’Keefe’s back, wrecking his spine only inches above the buttocks.

The impact dropped him to his knees just in front of the hole that would have meant safety. He tried to push himself back to his feet with his one free arm, to no avail. He wanted to crawl, but his legs no longer answered the call to push him forward. He tottered for a moment on knees he could no longer feel, balanced by one arm, his wounded comrade still held tightly in the grasp of the other. Suddenly another blow struck him from behind, knocking both he and Teejay forward and into the bottom of the now crowded fighting hole. Thor had come from behind, using a flying tackle to launch all three of them to safety. He landed in a heap with Teejay and O’Keefe, his long arms still locked around the two of them.

“They’re hit,” O’Keefe heard him yell, his voice in a panic. “Sarge, they’re both hit! Teejay’s fubared, man. My God, his blood; it’s all over me, man!”

The sergeant took over. “You,” he grabbed Baker by his flak jacket, “go find the doc. Thor! Calm down, and gimme some light over here. We’re gonna patch up the lieutenant, then do what we can for Teejay.” His tone suggested that he had already decided the enlisted man was beyond help, his decision to address O’Keefe’s wounds first a crude form of battlefield triage. As the sergeant spoke and the nearly hysterical Thor fumbled for a flashlight, O’Keefe began to feel an expanding agony growing in the small of his back. It quickly ballooned in intensity, welling up through his torso until it ripped an involuntary and utterly primal scream from his throat.

Wilson ignored it, turning him roughly and using his knife and hands to slash and rip O’Keefe’s uniform away from his wounds, and attempting to stanch the bleeding with field dressings. He was almost finished bandaging when the corpsman slipped into the hole and quickly injected O’Keefe with a syrette of morphine. The pain began to subside and momentarily O’Keefe found he was able to control his screaming. Soon he was bandaged and propped against the side of the hole, his awareness blunted by the narcotic effect of the drug.

He sensed everything around him, but it seemed dreamlike and far away. Events faded in moments from his memory. He could see the doc working feverishly on Teejay. He heard the sarge on the radio, calling for an immediate dust-off and knew the medevac was for Teejay and himself, but he thought no more of it once he had heard the call.

In the first gray light of the oncoming dawn he witnessed Teejay die, knew that the doc and Thor tried to hide it from him, but did not know why as he openly sobbed—or maybe he only cried in his mind; he could not say for sure.

Later he saw the Huey float down from above, the tips of its rotors sculpting great coils in the morning mist as it descended. He and the body that had once been a Marine—his Marine—were quickly trundled aboard atop stretchers before the chopper hurriedly lifted into the sky. O’Keefe watched as the platoon seemed to move farther and farther away until he felt terribly lost and alone. At last he could no longer see them, and he was flying higher and higher as the wind buffeted his face. He closed his eyes, and his awareness was reduced to only the beat of the rotor above his olive drab savior drumming repetitively on his opiate salved mind. He hadn’t an inkling that he was headed back to the World.
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He sat in his chair, its wheels locked, anchored before his computer, watching as subject lines and senders popped up in his inbox. Suddenly a familiar name appeared amidst the strangers advertising weight loss, male enhancement, mortgage refinancing, and pornography; a Bill Verba. O’Keefe sneered crookedly; it was the closest thing to a smile he could manage. He hadn’t had many reasons to smile in a very long time.

“Okay,” he said to no one, “let’s see what you’ve got for me today, Colonel.” Verba was army—career army. O’Keefe had met him in a stateside hospital during rehab, and they still kept in touch despite the years. But this contact was no friendly missive. This was yet another round in their unremitting battles.

O’Keefe opened the game folder, inserted the e-mail, and started the simulation. The screen immediately filled with an overview of a barren piece of snow-covered Russian landscape, circa early 1944. A road ran horizontally across the north side of the map while a deep stand of trees ran north to south on the east side, bisecting the road.

O’Keefe’s German units occupied the western and more open side of the screen. Most of them were placed atop two hills that were the dominating features on that side of the map. The only enemy units he could see were two burning Russian tanks that sat astride the road as it exited the forest. O’Keefe had destroyed them previously with some Mark IVs that were dug in along a short swale west of the trees, and two eighty-eights he had positioned on the northernmost hilltop.

He cycled the turn button, chuckling to himself as more than a dozen T-34s clanked out of the woods south of where their wrecked counterparts sat in flames. “Oh, you army puke, you,” he breathed, shaking his head. “You are so predictable. I knew that first move was a feint; I knew you would never try to force the road.” O’Keefe’s hunch as to where Verba’s main assault would come had paid off. He had taken the chance of leaving the road, the easiest path to victory; relatively unprotected. All of his Tigers were dug in on the southernmost hill, directly overlooking the spot where the T-34s were exiting the trees. His best tanks were in perfect firing position.

Yet still he stared at the monitor indecisively. The colonel may have been predictable, but the man was good. He was sending what looked like the entirety of what remained of his forces directly toward the high ground to the west because he knew something would be up there, he just wasn’t sure what. If O’Keefe opened fire immediately, Verba might simply withdraw back into the trees with minimal losses and the knowledge of where O’Keefe’s Tigers were dug in and camouflaged. And if he attempted to move them after the T-34s retreated, there was always the possibility that Verba could catch them in open ground if he anticipated O’Keefe’s move and returned directly to the attack.

But if O’Keefe waited until Verba was unalterably committed to the advance, that might work in the colonel’s favor as well. Waiting might make it impossible for O’Keefe’s heavily outnumbered force to disable enough of the Russian tanks to even the odds before the T-34s advanced far enough to negate the advantages his Wehrmacht machines held in both range and accuracy. If that happened the battle would be lost, early and decisively. Perhaps, O’Keefe thought, I should wait to fire and then retreat, fighting a delaying action.

He was still debating what course of action to take when both his dogs suddenly and nearly simultaneously erupted into frenzied barking from what sounded like to O’Keefe to be the living room. The abruptness of their outburst caused him to flinch noticeably. A string of fireworks lit surreptitiously behind his chair would not have startled him any more.

For what he was hearing from the dogs was not the whine tinged baying that indicated some sort of wildlife had been sighted through a window, nor was it the sound of their somewhat tentative canine exclamations that meant a strange noise had been heard. No, the fierceness and rapidity of the dogs’ vocalizations indicated clearly that they had seen and could still see someone approaching the house. Either Melissa was very early or some person unknown and unannounced had come up the mountain early on a Sunday afternoon to bother him. Both of those possibilities were so rare as to be nearly inconceivable.

After quickly saving the game and tossing his reading glasses to the desktop, he flipped forward the levers that held the locks to his wheels, grabbed the push rims and, pushing one wheel forward while pulling the other back, expertly spun the custom-made sports chair around and away from his desk. Faster than any walking man could have moved, he sailed through the oversized doorway that led from his office out onto the hardwood floor of the hall. A slight, three-fingered pressure on the left rim that spun beneath his hand easily pulled the wheelchair through almost ninety degrees and set him on a course to roll directly down the center of the hallway. In seconds he had traversed nearly the length of the house and came gliding to a halt in front of the high picture windows of the living room, in front of which both the dogs still barked excitedly.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, jostling each other as they bellowed out their warnings. They were so close to the windows that their wet noses touched the glass from time to time as they yammered on crazily, leaving smudges that O’Keefe made a mental note to wipe away later. It took him several moments to quiet them.

As they had many times before, his pets had once again proven their vigilance as sentries. Below and far down the drive, O’Keefe spied a car moving through the trees, making its way cautiously up the winding stretch of asphalt toward his home. It was not a vehicle he recognized, but rather a well used, fire engine red Camaro that O’Keefe was certain he had never seen before. He reached for the pair of binoculars he kept on an end table next to the sofa and trained them on the intruding machine, but there was nothing to see. The view from the side was blacked out by privacy glass and the rakishly angled windshield showed nothing save sky and bits of leafy canopy reflected onto it from above.

O’Keefe’s heart rate increased as he watched the vehicle approach. He was fully cognizant of the fact that he was paranoid to a certain degree. He had suffered from that mental affliction for forty years, ever since his first few weeks in southeast Asia. But he, like many Marines, justified, or perhaps more correctly rationalized, his feelings with the old saying “just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.” At any rate, the self-awareness of his middling psychosis did little to quell the expanding urge in his brain to take precautions. He rolled to the rear of the house, down an inclined ramp and into the large den, where he ordered the dogs; who were, as was their wont when strangers approached, hovering protectively around his chair; out into the yard.

Bismarck, a German Shepherd whose name had, over time, mutated into the more apt and descriptive moniker of Bizzy, was eager to comply, bounding through the pet door apparently hopeful of getting a better look at whoever was approaching. His ferocious, deep throated bark and his menacing appearance belied his true nature. He was always overjoyed to see guests, apparently in the belief that what few there were came exclusively to visit him rather than to see O’Keefe or conduct any business. He was, in short, a large and furry teddy bear. O’Keefe believed it highly likely that he would welcome a mafia hit squad into the house if he thought it possible that he would get a treat or an ear scratching as part of the bargain. At least, O’Keefe reasoned, he made a formidable racket.

Ajay was wholly different in temperament. O’Keefe had named her after his boyhood canine companion and the big Weimaraner, although far from vicious, was no less protective of him now than her namesake had been of the then child O’Keefe. She approached the door reluctantly, looking back over her shoulder with imploring eyes. It was clear she wished to stay at his side.

“I know you don’t want to go out, but you have to,” O’Keefe said gently. “Now go on.”

The dog stepped hesitantly through the door, but almost immediately her face appeared at the bottom of a nearby window. Her large gray-green eyes gazed intently into the room for a short time until her head dropped below the sill. Moments later, the eyes reappeared at another window from where she again surveyed the interior of the home. O’Keefe understood from experience that this behavior would continue until she was certain that he was in no danger. She was so overly protective that O’Keefe had been forced to have an electronic barrier installed around a wide swath of area encompassing the circular head of the driveway in what passed for his front yard. It was the only way to allow people access to the short concrete walkway that led from the driveway to his door without subjecting them to a close encounter with the dog’s seemingly vicious warding behavior. Even so, packages were still apt to be dropped on the driveway at the end of the walk rather than by the front door as the sight of Ajay stalking along the edge of the invisible fence, staring at the offending truck maliciously and remonstrating with various growls and snarls, was enough to convince many delivery men that discretion was the better part of valor.

O’Keefe almost smiled in wonder, never ceasing to be amazed by the dog’s behavior. He was touched, as much as he could be touched this late in his life, by her devotion. His heart, long since hardened by the emotional desolation of his existence, softened slightly for an instant, until he was called back to himself by the sound of a creaking car door opening and then slamming shut in front of the house.

He maneuvered his chair back up the ramp, the low knap of the carpet there seeming to claw at his wheels, and then out of the den and into the hallway, heading for the master suite. There, he rolled up to the bedside table and took out the loaded, military issue forty-five caliber he kept in the top drawer. He removed it from its holster and ejected the clip. Finding it filled, as always, with cartridges; he shoved the magazine back into the stock and pulled back the bolt, releasing it to chamber a round. Then he engaged the safety and reholstered the gun before shoving it into a pocket made into the outside of the right armrest of his chair. He whipped the conveyance around just as the doorbell rang.

Take your time, he told himself, intentionally slowing the pumping action of his arms. Let them wait, whoever they are. Several long seconds later, he leisurely rolled up to the door and pulled it open.

A strikingly attractive young woman stood on his porch, standing several feet back from the door’s threshold. She was tall and slender with straight brown hair and wore a short black dress that might have been expensive. Her legs were encased in sheer black hose while on her feet were shiny black pumps that looked brand new. Under one armpit she carried a large, wide strapped, taupe colored bag that had the appearance of being constructed of a fabric only slightly more elegant than canvas. It seemed out of place, to say the least, hanging from her shoulder. O’Keefe had no idea who she was.

The two appraised each other for a moment over the threshold, the only sound being the dogs barking in the background, while O’Keefe primarily wondered why a woman so provocatively dressed who was not Melissa would be driving a rattletrap car so far up into the hills only to come knocking at his door. Something was obviously not right, but his sense of foreboding quickly vanished; now he was merely annoyed. “Well,” he finally asked brusquely, “is there something I can help you with?”

The girl fidgeted nervously, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “I was looking for… Hill?” she asked cautiously. Her focus moved from his eyes to the floorboards at her feet to the doorjamb and back to his eyes.

“That would be me,” O’Keefe said levelly, his gaze steady on her face.

“I thought so,” she said, forcing a slight smile, all the while biting her lower lip. “But the mailbox at the road said A. A. O’Keefe. You know, no H. So I wasn’t sure.”

“My given name is Achilles Aeneas,” O’Keefe said sheepishly. “My mother had a thing for the classics.”

The girl stared at him with her lips parted and her brow slightly furrowed, with questions in her eyes, obviously having no comprehension whatsoever of what he had just said.

O’Keefe was suddenly angry at himself, not only for giving out a personal tidbit, but also for the way he had done it. He scowled without meaning to. “Look,” he almost snarled. “My name’s Hill. You’ve found who you’re looking for, now what the hell do you want?”

“I’m Julie,” the girl said, sounding wounded. “Melissa couldn’t make her appointment and she asked me if I could cover for her. I know I’m early, but I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to get here. I mean, it’s not like I drive around way out here every day.” O’Keefe simply stared at her until the girl continued. “I’ll leave if you want me to, but it’s a long drive just to turn around and go back.” The girl again looked down at the boards of the porch floor, tracing and retracing a small semicircle in front of her with the toe of one shoe.

“What happened to Melissa?” O’Keefe demanded, still unsure of the situation.

“She got hung up,” the girl replied softly. “She’s been working a convention in Atlanta, and she got busier than she thought she’d be. She told me she couldn’t get away for at least another day or two. But she didn’t want to cancel you so she asked me if I could fit you in. She said you were a really nice guy.”

O’Keefe backed away from the door to allow her entry but ignored the compliment. “You girls ever hear of telephones?” he asked, not bothering to hide his vexation.

Julie stepped through the doorway and answered with more confidence now that she had gained admittance. “Of course,” she said lightly, digging out a cell phone from within her bag and waving it around for him to see. “But most guys really don’t want us calling them at home. It tends to cause problems. Wives answer phones too, you know. So I never call clients unless they specifically ask me to.” She stepped past him into the foyer as he closed the door behind her. “This is like a really great house,” she said, her head on a swivel. “What do you do? To make money I mean?”

O’Keefe hesitated. He generally did not like the idea of telling strangers anything about himself, and he most certainly did not want to discuss his finances with a hooker. But he had to make some kind of conversation.

“I’m an investor,” he finally replied. Without waiting for a response, he pushed himself past her over the expensive tiles of the foyer floor, around the corner and down into the sunken den. “Would you like a drink,” he called back to her.

“Maybe some white wine, if you have it,” she answered.

“I have plenty,” he said, as he pushed his way toward the kitchen. The pile of the carpet again grabbed at the wheels of his chair as he moved. O’Keefe was not entirely sure why he had decided to floor one room with the stuff, because it was a nuisance every time he entered. But everyone else had carpet in their homes, and it would have felt to O’Keefe like something akin to surrender to have none in his own. And that feeling, that sense of giving in that the bare wood, stone, and tile that floored the rest of his home evoked in him was enough to make it mandatory that he have at least one room covered with this ridiculous mat of dirt-attracting fibers. Besides, his arms; unlike his shriveled and useless legs, were thick and muscular, and powered him handily over the woven strands despite their impedance. Fuck you, carpet, he thought.

The countertops in his kitchen were lined with sturdy, stainless steel rails mounted several inches above their peripheries. He rolled up to one and locked the wheels of his chair, grasped the rail firmly with both hands, and pulled himself erect. Steadying his swaying body with one fist still latched onto the railing, he used his other hand to open a cabinet and retrieve a wine glass. He carefully placed it on the counter before again grasping the rail with both hands and lowering himself back to his seat. From that point it was a simple enough exercise to get the wine, open the bottle, and fill the glass. But getting the fragile and now liquid filled crystal back to the girl was an altogether different proposition.

His first thought was to call her up to the kitchen and have her carry the wine herself. After all, he was paying her enough. But that was quite impossible as it would have been an admission that he needed help, and that was an admission he was unprepared to make. Damning his unfeeling legs for the millionth time, O’Keefe searched his mind for the memory of where he had left the motorized chair. The garage? No. He had brought it in after unloading the groceries; it was in the dining room. Relieved that it was close at hand, he rolled out of the kitchen; around the long, exquisitely finished, and utterly unused solid cherry table with its eight attendant chairs; to the far corner of the room where he positioned himself directly in front of and facing his powered wheelchair.

After making sure every wheel was tightly locked, he rotated both sets of footrests to either side, and then with his hands he crossed his numb feet at the ankles and placed them on the floor before him. Leaning forward, he seized the armrests of the motorized chair with both hands and pulled himself up and over it. He paused for a moment in that position, his torso supported over the chair’s seat by locked arms that stood perpendicular to the armrests on which his hands were placed. Then slowly he bent one arm at the elbow, causing his body to rotate slightly to that side. Then with a perfection born of countless repetitions, he collapsed his bent arm and pushed off with the other, flipping his body neatly into the chair’s seat while untangling his feet with the same motion.

It was not, however, a quiet procedure. One could not drop a two hundred and twenty pound weight into the seat of a wheelchair from a height of two feet without causing the familiar thud of dead weight impacting an unmoving object. No sooner was he seated than the girl’s voice curled around through the kitchen, softly reaching his ears, at once both concerned and afraid. “Are you okay in there?” she asked.

“Just fine,” he half shouted back, the hotness of uncalled for shame rising into his cheeks. “I’ll be down in a minute.” You’ve nothing to be ashamed of, he thought, castigating himself. You’re a wounded veteran; a proud, decorated wounded veteran. No one’s got anything on you. But nevertheless red heat still radiated from his face.

Quickly he took one leg in both hands and moved it out of the arcing path the footrest would take on the way to its latching point. He repeated the procedure with the other leg as he cursed their unfeeling recalcitrance. Then he swung both the rests into position and secured them. Again he reached for each leg in turn and lifted them up, setting his feet carefully on the footpads and adjusting their placement. Leaning back into the chair, he took a moment for a few deep breaths before beginning the most difficult part of the endeavor, that of stowing the other chair.

He reached out and grabbed the two handle-like straps that were attached to the inside of it just below the armrests, and with his arms fully extended, lifted the chair up, grunting from the strain as he did so. As its wheels left the floor, the two armrests pulled together, collapsing the chair into a package that was less than a third of its former width. He wrestled the unwieldy appurtenance to one side and placed it parallel to the wall.

After unplugging the chair he now occupied from its charger, he released the locks on the wheels and he was free to roll. He skillfully used a small joy stick that rose from the machine just in front of the right arm rest to guide the chair into the kitchen, where he was at last able to hold the wine glass and move about at the same time. And it only took me about five minutes, he thought sourly.

As he rolled back through the kitchen he could see Ajay, apparently satisfied now that all was well, trot across the decking behind the house and disappear down the stairs that led to the side of the mountain.

Seconds later O’Keefe was back down in the den; next to the brown, overstuffed leather sofa where Julie was currently making herself at home. She sat with her legs curled beneath her, almost lying rather than sitting, her elbow atop the sofa arm, that hand supporting her head. She reached for the glass and thanked him.

As she sipped at the wine, O’Keefe backed his chair away several feet. He had grown accustomed to the monthly tarriance that Melissa inflicted upon him in return for her charms. He had over time even come to enjoy their conversations. But now the stranger made him nervous and brittle.

“I’m going to get a beer,” he said stiffly, desperately wanting to get out of the room, if only for a moment. Back in the kitchen, he poured a foamy black stout into a frosted mug, then fumbled clumsily with a pack of Marlboros before finally lighting one and inhaling the nicotine-laden smoke deeply into his lungs. The drug took the edge off his unease, while manipulating the cigarette gave his overwrought hands something to keep them busy. In a moment he felt steady enough to return to the girl’s presence.

“Oh, I am sooo glad you smoke,” she said earnestly as he rolled back into the room. “I forgot to ask Melissa about it, and I was about to die for a cigarette.” She pulled herself more erect to rummage through her voluminous bag until at last she produced a pack of Virginia Slims. She pulled one out and lit it, a look of pure pleasure filling her features as she inhaled the first of the smoke. O’Keefe produced an ashtray from a drawer and slid it across the coffee table toward her as she resumed her languid pose on the sofa. “Melissa did say you like to talk first,” she said, before taking another deep drag. Without waiting for him to respond, she went on even as she exhaled. “So how did you get to be an investor and make all this money?”

O’Keefe, as loathe as he was to discuss practically any aspect of his life with anyone, was under the circumstances more than ready for an excuse to speak as opposed to enduring any more uncomfortable silence. He needed no further prompting to become what was for him positively loquacious.

“My folks owned a big farm just outside the city,” he began. “They were killed in an automobile accident a few years after I was discharged from the Marines, and I couldn’t take care of the place being a—” he paused for a moment, searching for a word other than cripple and finally settling on the phrase “with my disabilities. And it had to make money. I had some income from my veteran’s benefits, and my parents left me a little more, but that was hardly enough to pay the taxes on the land. I certainly wouldn’t have been able to live on what was left.”

O’Keefe was silent for long enough to knock the ash off his cigarette and take a slug of beer before continuing. “I’d never been much for farming anyway, and I didn’t want someone else doing it for me, so I took some courses at the community college on real estate, passed the exam, and got a broker’s license.

“The city was growing out toward the farm pretty quickly; it had been for a long time. There were neighborhoods, expensive neighborhoods, springing up around us even before I left for Nam, so the land was plenty valuable. I made it a point to learn how to subdivide it, get financing, and develop it. Then I got a few builders in there and sold the individual lots to them, contingent of course on them listing the homes that they built with me. I started with a small plot and worked my way up to larger parcels until the farm was all gone. I made a ton of money in the process, and I never spent much.”

What did I have to spend it on? he asked himself. A bucolic, ex-Marine confined to a wheelchair wasn’t exactly the type to have a glittering social life.

“So I had a lot of money sitting around in the bank,” he continued. “That’s when I started investing. At first it was just a few stocks and some rental properties. But as you might imagine, I didn’t have much else to do with my time, so I started to learn about options and futures and short selling and commodities and all that, and I just kept making more and more money. Eventually I bought this land up here and had the house built and now investing is all I do. With the computer here and the internet everywhere I hardly even need the phone anymore.”

“Wow,” Julie said, drawing out the word as if thunderstruck. “That’s like amazing.”

She had abandoned her recumbent position and now sat on the edge of the sofa, leaning forward toward him as he had told his tale, her elbows resting on her knees and the wine glass held between both hands, the cigarette dangling from between two slender fingers.

“I wish I could do that. But I’m not real smart about money, at least not yet. What else do you do?” she asked, now seeming to be genuinely interested. “Do you travel? I have some clients, a married couple that have a lot of money, and they like fly all over the world, just to go to parties and shop and stuff like that. I’m supposed to go with them someday. Do you do anything like that?”

O’Keefe felt a pang of bitter sadness, anger, and more than a little envy as he wondered exactly what abasements this married couple wanted from the girl, all the while knowing full well that he was about to ask for something very much along the same lines. But he had the right; he raged inwardly; they didn’t. They were married, for Christ’s sake. They had their whole and healthy bodies and they had each other. They weren’t trapped in a useless shell with a mind still overflowing with desires that could never be fulfilled. There was no other way for him, but they had no right to abuse her simply for pleasures they could readily attain from each other.

Abruptly he realized he was grinding his teeth. He took another sip of beer and forced himself to relax. Take it easy, Hill, he told himself. She’s just a hooker, and no one is forcing her to do anything. She does what she does because she chooses to.

“No, I don’t,” he finally answered. “I don’t—” he paused again, wanting to say that he despised crowds, or maybe even just people in general. Rolling along through airports trying desperately to ignore the look of pity on the faces of people who were trying without much success to make eye contact with him without staring, having to be polite to well intentioned individuals who simply would not stop trying to assist him, negotiating obstacles that everyone else traipsed by without a second thought, and feeling a thousand eyes burning into him as he did so. He hated it. He hated all of it. If he didn’t have to eat he wouldn’t even go to the market. But he would never admit any of that to anyone. “I don’t like to fly,” he said at last. Besides, where could he go to have fun all by himself?

“They have courses for that now,” Julie said helpfully. “I had a friend who was like terrified to fly, and she…”

“Look,” O’Keefe said rudely, interrupting her, “I don’t want to fly. I don’t want to travel. I’m a country boy. I like to stay home, go out on my lake, and go fishing, okay?” O’Keefe immediately regretted his blunt and boorish response, but if it bothered the girl she gave no sign.

“You have your own lake?” she asked incredulously, her eyes suddenly sparkling.

“Well, yeah,” O’Keefe answered patiently.

“Where?” she demanded to know, speaking the word in two syllables, pronouncing it “wear-air.”

“It’s at the base of the mountain, on the other side. There’s a boardwalk that leads around there if you’d like to have a look at it.” He gestured toward the French doors that led outside, hoping that she would indeed want to see. He thought maybe he would feel more comfortable outside and besides, maybe something out there would keep her mind preoccupied enough to stop her asking so damn many questions.

He needn’t have worried about her reaction. “Show me,” she implored, springing to her feet like an excited child.

“All right,” O’Keefe muttered as he maneuvered the chair toward the doors. In seconds he was through them, rolling over the weathered boards of his deck with Julie walking along at his side. He steered the chair off the deck and onto the wide promenade of the boardwalk, the sturdy walkway that had been constructed for no other reason than to allow a person bound to a wheelchair to roll out and around the mountain to an overlook and gaze down upon his private lake. The boardwalk hugged the contour of the slope; supported by thick, cantilevered timbers; and not far from the house it entered a thick stand of evergreen trees, trees that they were now approaching.

This far up in the highlands it was comfortable outdoors, even at mid-afternoon and at the height of summer. The day became suddenly even more agreeable as they entered the shade under the tightly packed firs. This particular portion of his property had been a Christmas tree farm under its former owner and O’Keefe, not needing the money, had simply let them grow. The trees were well over thirty feet tall now and had to be trimmed back occasionally lest their limbs become impediments to traversing the walkway. As he and the girl passed through them, the coniferous fragrance engulfed them, the sweet smell protected from what little breeze there was by the thickly needled and naturally pleached branches that surrounded them.

Over the years, O’Keefe had become accustomed to and later very nearly blind to the charms of his winding walkway, but Julie was entranced. She walked beside him, her eyes sweeping left and right and up and down as she tried to take in every detail of their passage. And thankfully, she was utterly silent while doing so. The only sounds that marked their passage were the avian arias of the birds that inhabited the conifers, the clicking of Julie’s heels on the rough lumber of the boardwalk, and the crackling fracture of dry debris under the wheels of O’Keefe’s chair.

At length the walkway exited the trees and crossed into an area of boulder strewn slope where patches of high grass and twisted scrub pines covered the spaces between outcroppings. Beyond this was the overlook, just past where the back of the mountain fell away much more steeply than on its other faces. The platform was a wide expanse of oak planks that, although of even sturdier construction than the boardwalk itself, still looked to be perched precariously over a near vertical cliff face that fell several hundred feet to a more gentle, pine covered slope. Beyond and below the pines crouched the large, kidney shaped basin of cold, clear water that was O’Keefe’s private fishing retreat. They reached the overlook, and O’Keefe rolled up as closely as he was able to the railing and looked down over the lake. The sky and the scattering of fluffy white cumulus clouds reflected perfectly on its pristine and quiescent surface.

To the south his lake was bordered by the base of the mountain on which they stood, while two other green clad giants checked its expanse to the north and west. To the east an earthen dam held back the water, rising to some thirty feet above the level of its surface, except for a short expanse on the northern end where its top had been shorn away to form a wide, level spillway; populated only by a short cropped stand of ordinary grass; which sloped gently down to the water’s edge. O’Keefe paid a local with a tractor mower to keep it cut back, fearing that any denser vegetation would interfere with the spillway’s function should the lake ever flood.

And all he surveyed from where he sat he held title to; the whole of the vista spread out before them was his. Even expanses of acreage on the far side of the surrounding mountains belonged to him. It had taken him some time, and more money than he should have spent, but he had wanted the lake private, and now it was.

“It’s beautiful,” Julie cooed. She leaned forward against the thick timbers of the railing and gazed at the haze shrouded mountains in the distance, while the breeze that seemed to always flow upward from the lake blew the hair back from her face. “What’s that?’ she asked, pointing downward at a tin roofed structure on the edge of the southwest shore.

O’Keefe’s eyes followed the direction of her arm. “That’s the boat house,” he answered.

“You must have an awfully big boat,” she said in a tone that suggested he might be teasing her.

“Well,” he said, chuckling at her innocent suspicion, “there’s more than one in there.” He suddenly realized that he was close to smiling and quickly replaced the expression with a scowl. He had no business smiling.

Julie turned to look down at him, an expression that might have been concern etched across her face. “How can you live out here all alone and go out on all these boats. What happens if you fall in the water?”

“Like most people,” O’Keefe said, returning to his customarily caustic locution, “I wear a life preserver, and my arms are fine. See?” He held his arms out before him, palms facing outward, and spread them wide as if he were doing the breast stroke.

“At least you take precautions,” she said sweetly, apparently undaunted by his less than pleasant response. “So what kind of fish do you catch out there?”

This damn girl has more questions than the SAT, O’Keefe thought irritably. But before he could answer there was the sound of speed over dry grass as the dogs broke from beneath the evergreens and ran along the side of the mountain toward the overlook. Ajay carried a large rawhide chew between her teeth while Bizzy sprinted along beside her, lunging every few strides, trying to grab one end of the toy in his jaws. He barked excitedly with each failure, while Ajay growled and periodically shook her head from side to side, attempting to make it more difficult for him to grasp the precious object which she carried. They came to a halt near the platform, next to the spot where the inclination of the slope increased to the point that it was nearly impossible to cross. An immediate tug of war ensued.

“Stupid dogs,” O’Keefe muttered, his near smile of a few moments before almost returning before he quickly quashed it.

“I take it they’re yours,” Julie observed.

“Oh, yes,” O’Keefe answered, bemused by their antics. Growling fiercely, both of them now pulled against each other with front paws splayed and hindquarters high in the air, taking turns shaking the bone and trying to tear it loose from the jaws of the other, while neither was apparently in any mood to release the filthy prize.

“They’re so silly,” Julie cried happily, laughing. “I had a dog once; when I was a little girl. She was part Lab and part who knows what. I named her Molly. She was either lost or abandoned, but she had no collar and since no one ever came for her my mother let me keep her. She was such a good dog.” She spoke wistfully, her eyes on O’Keefe but focused on the past. “I’d have a dog now, but I’m out of town so much. And even if I wasn’t it wouldn’t be fair to keep one cooped up in my little apartment. But I’ll have a yard someday,” she said assertively. Abruptly she refocused on O’Keefe’s face. “Are they like, allowed up here?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said, nodding. “Would you like to meet them?”

“Yes,” she drawled, smiling coyly. “I love dogs.”

O’Keefe moved his chair to a spot near the railing that was closest to his pets and shouted though cupped hands. “Hey!” The dogs ignored him. “Hey, you two! Ajay, come here!” The Weimaraner reluctantly dropped her end of the rawhide bone and began to trot toward O’Keefe while Bismarck started to turn and run with the prize. He was frozen after two steps as O’Keefe sternly shouted his name. “Drop it,” he commanded. The big shepherd remained where he stood, looking back at O’Keefe, but still balked at releasing his grip on the chew toy. “Bizzy, drop it now!” O’Keefe repeated slowly. At last the dog unhappily obeyed. “Now come here!” Bismarck unwillingly turned and left the toy, following in Ajay’s wake while twice looking longingly over his shoulder at the dirty, saliva covered strip of dried, dead cow; a bounty he had fought for mightily and now hated to leave behind.

Moments later both dogs had ascended a flight of stairs that led to the boardwalk and were approaching the overlook. Ajay crossed immediately to O’Keefe and assumed a protective position, sitting at his feet, directly between him and the stranger while eyeing her warily. Bismarck on the other hand ignored him entirely, trotting over to Julie as if she were his best friend. He slipped his nose beneath her hand and pushed upward on her palm, an overt gesture he had learned would almost always get him a good petting.

Julie was more than willing to comply, crouching in front of him, taking his massive head between her hands, and gently scratching behind his ears while mouthing what amounted to baby talk about what a sweet dog he was. Bizzy was in heaven. He craned his neck ecstatically at her touch, and the moment she attempted to stop her ministrations he reached out with a big padded foot and pawed at her hands. She laughed gaily, childishly, and continued with her affections.

“He’ll keep you there for a week if you let him,” O’Keefe warned, and at length called the dog away. He incited him, repeating several times the catch phrase “Go get your bone” in an agitated manner, until Bismarck ran from the deck down to where he had left the chew toy and plopped down to begin blissfully gnawing on it.

Julie approached Ajay carefully, cognizant of but not unduly alarmed by the dog’s distrustful nature. After allowing her several sniffs of her outstretched fingers she slowly and softly ran them from front to back over the Weimaraner’s short-haired head. The dog acquiesced to her touch but could hardly be called enthusiastic. “She’s really a sweetheart,” O’Keefe said, somewhat defensively. “She’s just a little overprotective; doesn’t like strangers around the property too much.”

“Yes, you’re a good dog,” Julie whispered. “You love your daddy, don’t you? Yes, you’re a good girl.” After a few more moments of petting the slightly uncomfortable dog, Julie backed away and returned to her spot at the railing while O’Keefe shooed Ajay back down to the slope where the battle for the rawhide chew commenced anew, as Bizzy headed for the trees with it as soon as he noticed Ajay approaching.

Julie stood silently for several minutes afterward, staring out over the mountains and the lake below until O’Keefe again felt the vague discomfort of being in the presence of a person who was still, despite their exchanges, more a total stranger than not. He wanted to speak, but all the words that entered his mind seemed rehearsed or foolish. At last he fumbled for a cigarette and lit it, not because he really wanted the noxious tobacco stick, but just because his hands had felt suddenly empty.

Abruptly Julie broke the silence. Without turning to look at him she spoke as if addressing the breeze that still tousled her hair. “You have such a great place. This is exactly what I want someday, except I’ll have horses instead of boats.” As O’Keefe was thinking bitterly that he too would like to have horses if only he were still able to ride, she turned to face him. “I’m glad Melissa asked me to fill in for her,” she said, and O’Keefe got the distinct impression that she really meant it. “I was a little scared coming way up here by myself even though she said you were really cool. But I’m glad I did it now.” O’Keefe nodded but remained silent, and she turned back to the view and her ruminations.

Finally she picked up her glass, which had been sitting atop the railing, and turned it up to pour the last bit of wine between her lips. She approached his chair, and, walking behind him, bent over to wrap both arms around his neck. He could feel her hair spill over his head; feel the softness of her skin against the whiskers under his chin, the warmth of her breath on his ear. “So are you ready for me now?” she asked softly.

Desire sullied with guilt raced up and down O’Keefe’s still functional neurons. He reached up with one hand and caressed Julie’s forearm, then took her hand in his. Somehow he managed to croak out an affirmative. At that she stood, pulled back her hand, and turned to walk away toward the house with O’Keefe following close behind.

Once inside, she turned toward him but gazed at the floor, seemingly discomfited. “I hate to ask right now,” she said, “but everybody tells me that I have to get paid first, no matter what. It’s like the number one rule. Is that okay?” She stood with her hands clasped behind her, biting her lower lip again and still staring at the floor until he answered.

“You’re a little new at this, aren’t you?” O’Keefe asked.

“A little. But I’m still good; everybody says so.”

“Look,” O’Keefe groused, “I didn’t mean anything negative, okay; I was just wondering. And I know the drill about getting the money up front; it’s not a problem.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a money clip, counting out ten one hundred dollar bills. When he looked up, Julie’s unease had vanished to be replaced by eyes that looked hungrily avaricious. She took the money, turned, and bent to stash the bills in her purse.

“Melissa didn’t lie,” she said, her back still turned to him. “You are cool.” Once the money was secure she straightened and turned back to face him. “So, like where do you want me? In here?”

Self contempt flooded up from O’Keefe’s bowels, swamping his mind in a miasma of shame at what he was about to do. He swallowed and found his throat suddenly parched. Where was that damn beer? There it was, on the table beside him, resting on an oversized coaster, right where he had left it. He reached for it and poured some of the now warmish liquid between his lips. It foamed as it cascaded toward his belly. But at last he was able to answer, if only in a raspy, uncertain voice. “Sure,” he said. It was the only word he could manage to push from between his quivering lips.

Julie placed her fists on her hips, feigning vexation, before bending at the waist until she could place a tiny kiss on O’Keefe’s forehead. Then, holding his face upturned toward her own with a tiny fist under his chin, she touched noses with him, and whispered. “Don’t be shy, sweetheart. You’re the boss. Just tell me what you want.”

O’Keefe unconsciously licked his dry lips, and then spoke. “Why don’t you… lose that dress,” he said, trying his best to exude the quality of a male in charge. But the words scraped against his eardrums; sounding only pitiful, abrasive, and lewd.

Julie didn’t seem to care though, or even notice. Turning her back to him, she sat on her heels in front of his chair. “Why don’t you… unzip me?” she asked, mimicking his previous tone and cadence. He did so, and as she stood the dress fell about her ankles where she deftly lofted it up onto the sofa beside her bag with a kick of one high-heeled foot. She wore nothing beneath it save a tiny black thong.

“How about these?” she asked, pulling out one strap of the panties and snapping it against her hip. O’Keefe nodded and the thong slid down her legs as well before ultimately landing atop the dress. “Anything else?” He shook his head in reply. “Oh, you’re my kind of man,” she murmured seductively. “Stockings and heels should only come off for sleep, not sex. So what now?”

O’Keefe dropped his eyes to the floor and again swallowed hard. He did not think much of himself for what he desired, and he did not like to be reminded that he desired it. It made him feel lecherous and depraved. It was easier when the girl already knew what he wanted and just did it, at least that way he could pretend that it wasn’t all his idea. It was that way with Melissa, and he suddenly missed the familiar routine he had established with her.

So he did not answer immediately. Instead he reached for another smoke, holding the flame to its end with a trembling hand. She’s just a whore, he reminded himself. She does worse things every day for less money than what you’ve already given her. She wants you to tell her what to do, so just do it and get it over with. You don’t have to care about what she thinks. Finally he spoke, not making eye contact. “Just lie back on the couch and spread your legs,” he said, the words lacerating his throat on their way to his tongue. “Then do what comes naturally.”

He was suddenly stung to the core. No matter how he tried to rationalize his wants, the truth was abruptly laid bare by his own utterance. The sum total of his existence hung in the air before him. He was only here to watch. He was an impotent, lascivious, lonely old cripple, nothing more; and he was paying a young girl for the memory of something he would never enjoy or even experience for as long as he was unfortunate enough to live. His ribs filled to bursting with pain and self-loathing. He took a deep drag off the Marlboro, and blew the smoke off to one side as he exhaled. This time the nicotine did not make him feel any better.

But Julie made no move toward the sofa. Instead she approached O’Keefe and stood next to his chair, softly stroking his thinning hair with one hand. “Melissa told me you like to watch, and I’ll do it for you later if you want,” she said softly. “But let me sit with you first.” When he made no answer, she added a high pitched “Please” and stood closer to him until at last he nodded his assent. She took the cigarette from between his fingers and turned to stub it out while he unlatched the hinges on the arms of his wheelchair and lowered them to either side. At once she straddled the chair and plopped down on his lap, facing him.

When she was seated, O’Keefe was terribly unsure of what to do with his hands. In the end he rested the right one lightly on her left hip. The other fluttered, seemingly without volition, at his left side while his fingers moved spastically until at last he laid them noncommittally across her thigh. She laughed lightly, took that hand in her own, and placed it over one of her breasts, holding it there with both of her hands.

“There,” she breathed softly, “isn’t this better than just watching.”

O’Keefe so savored the simple pleasure of a human touch that it was all he could do to murmur a confirmation. Yet he remained utterly flaccid. He could not feel it, but he knew it to be true, and that knowledge burned in his brain. None of this matters, he silently screamed. I’m incapable of satisfying either of us. The cruelty of it all brought the sting of salinity to his eyes, but no tears fell as he clamped his eyelids shut and concentrated instead on the wonderful feel of Julie’s nipple beneath his long deprived fingers.

As he did so he felt the soft touch of her lips against his ear, heard her whispery voice. “I thought you might like this, sweetheart,” she said. “I know I do. I love the way you touch me. And I’m here just for you. You just take your time and touch me anywhere you want. We’ve got all afternoon.”

The rigid tension that had held O’Keefe’s torso like a vise began to lose its grip as he slowly began to relax a bit. He pulled her closer with a muscular right arm, exchanging the tenuous touch of his hand on her hip for a more confident clasp over her buttocks.

“Oh, you’re making me hot now,” she purred.

Tautness returned to every usable muscle in O’Keefe’s body like a steel trap snapping shut on its prey. “Oh, right,” he said cynically, dropping his hand from her breast. “I’m a cripple, not an idiot.” And you’re a hooker doing her job, he added to himself. Just trying to make half a man feel good, aren’t you?

“Shush,” she said, taking the hand he had moved into her own. “I may be a good actress, but not even I can fake this. I’m totally wet. Feel for yourself.” As she spoke she pushed his hand down between her widespread legs.

O’Keefe briefly ran his fingers through her pubic hair, surprised at how filigreed and soft it was, before he entered her with two fingers. As he did so he could feel the stiffening of her spine; hear the hissing intake of breath between her teeth. And she was wet, very wet. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he slowly slid his fingers into and out of her. With each inward stroke her breasts pressed more tightly against his chest.

“I want you to do me,” she breathed. “Right here, right now. I don’t want you just to watch. Do me yourself.”

O’Keefe wanted to howl in frustration and despair, but could not bring even his voice to rise. Instead he said softly, “I can’t,” and felt as if he were whimpering. “Why do you think I’m in this chair? Nothing works below the waist. Nothing!”

“I know about that, but you can still be in control,” Julie insisted. “Roll up to the sofa and lean me back.” He did so, moving his chair forward a few feet and then taking her by the wrist with one hand as she bent backwards, reaching over her head to retrieve her bag from the sofa. When she was again securely seated on his lap, she pulled an enormous flesh colored phallus from inside the purse. She raised its tip to her lips and sucked on it seductively for a moment before placing the prodigious plastic penis into his palm. Then she kissed him with what seemed to O’Keefe to be real passion before leaning backwards again to rest her shoulder blades on the sofa cushions while her buttocks remained atop O’Keefe’s unfeeling knees. She smiled a bit and looked up at O’Keefe. “Now give me what I want,” she said sensuously, and spread her legs even wider than before.
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By the time they had finished, the light of the sun had dimmed to tangerine rays angling in low over the mountaintops. O’Keefe had tipped Julie another three hundred dollars and she lay, still stripped to her stockings, on the sofa, smoking; while O’Keefe nursed another beer and his own cigarette. He took a long, deep drag from the Marlboro, watching the paper kindle closer and closer to his fingers before he removed it from his lips and sucked the last bit of the smoke from in front of his mouth down into his lungs. Julie watched him intently. “You really like smoking, don’t you?” she asked.

No, O’Keefe thought. I really like committing slow motion suicide. I’m just too cowardly to actually do it any other way. But he kept the sarcasm to himself. “Yes,” he answered at last, not lying but not really telling the truth. “It’s one of the few vices I can still enjoy.”

“Did you enjoy me?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said dispassionately. But you will never be with me, his mind continued; denying the unfamiliar glimmer of hope for a future that had somehow posited itself deep within his innermost being. If it weren’t for the money you wouldn’t even be here today, he thought. If you had simply passed me in the store, you would never have even spoken to me. I’m a cripple, you’re a hooker, and you’ll never be my girlfriend or my wife or anything else except an impossible fantasy, bought and paid for, that I indulge in every so often. Things won’t change, he told himself, starting into the mantra that he had silently repeated so many times over the years. My spinal cord is mangled, I will never walk again, I will never make love again, but I am alive. Deal with it. And he inhaled another lung filling cloud of smoke.

“I’m glad,” she said. “Because I had a really good time. Maybe we can get together again. I mean, like, if you want some variety instead of just Melissa all the time. I don’t generally, like, try to steal other girl’s customers, but…” She never finished the sentence. Instead she reached into her bag, the bag that seemingly held anything and everything, and produced a rumpled business card. She handed it to him. It was pink with blue writing, but there was nothing on it but a phone number, not even a name. “You can call me if you want.”

O’Keefe nodded, grunting impassively. Julie rose from the sofa, reached for her panties and stepped back into them, then wriggled back into her dress before picking up her purse and pulling it over her shoulder.

“I hate to run,” she said, “but it’s hours back to the city, and I have another appointment later tonight.” O’Keefe cringed at the thought, wondering briefly, and painfully, what acts she would be performing for whom that evening, but the only betrayal he gave to his feelings was a slight nod of his head and a momentary clinching shut of his eyelids. “Well, I have to go.” She was standing awkwardly, unsure of herself once more now that her job was done. “Bye,” she said tremulously.

“Wait,” O’Keefe said, crushing his cigarette in an ashtray. “I’ll see you to the door.”

He rolled behind her out into the foyer and to the front entry, which she opened. She stood framed in the doorway for a moment before bending to kiss him softly. “Call me,” she said, then turned and walked away. She looked back and waved on the way out to her car. In return, O’Keefe absently threw up a hand in her direction, then closed the door and latched the deadbolt, hating himself more than he had ever hated himself before. He wanted to sob but could not. Instead he merely thought to himself, I’m going to get extremely drunk tonight.





CHAPTER FIVE:

Empyreal Trespassers

O’Keefe knew better than to drink too much beer; or more precisely, he was aware that he shouldn’t be drinking so much even as he did it anyway. It wasn’t the history of next day hangovers that had created this awareness, nor was it the cirrhosis that was in all probability scarring his liver; it was the bathroom breaks he was forced to endure. It was difficult enough to relieve himself under normal circumstances, but to have to do it repeatedly and while drunk became nothing short of a tribulation. He was now using the time sitting over the bowl to ponder the question of whether he was an alcohol addict or if he simply enjoyed drunkenness to the degree that made it all worthwhile. He wasn’t even entirely certain that he still needed to be sitting there, but he was afraid to rise prematurely as he was generally unsure for a minute or so after the last droplets hit the water if he was genuinely finished. Over the years, his shredded ganglia had found enough new pathways to give him back a good deal of his former bladder control and he no longer used a catheter while at home. But the sensation of utter relief that had at one time accompanied a visit to the privy had long since become merely a faded memory, as had the sensation that told him when his bladder was truly empty. So he always spent a little extra time on the seat to be certain that he was truly finished.

When finally convinced that he was indeed done with this urinary session he reached around to depress the tank lever and the tainted water swirled away beneath him. Then he grabbed the top of his pants and undershorts with both hands and began to slowly wrestle them over his knees, making sure that he had the upper half of each trouser leg bunched up around his thighs. That was the easy part.

Next, despite his somewhat besotted condition, he had to pull himself erect without his pants falling back down in the process. With his hands, he forced his feet and knees as far apart as possible, and then took hold of the sturdy bars that ran at forty-five degree angles away from him and were bolted into the wall to his left and right, using them to pull himself erect. Once he was certain that he was not on the verge of keeling either back onto the toilet or forward across the wheelchair in front of him, he placed his right arm, from wrist to elbow, between the bar and the wall and gripped it tightly with his right hand. Gingerly, he released the grip of his left hand until he was sure that he would be able to keep his balance while reaching behind his back to pull the toilet lid closed. It slammed shut with a crash that reverberated loudly against the tiled floor of the small enclosure where the toilet sat. Then, tugging at one side and then the other of the waistband, he used his free hand to inch his boxer shorts up his legs until the elastic top was snugly positioned about his midsection. He then repeated the procedure with his pants. At last, still holding his pants up by the middle belt loop in the back, he carefully lowered himself down on the lidded seat where he was finally able to use both his hands to tuck in his shirt before buttoning and zipping his trousers and tightening and buckling his belt.

He could have worn clothing that was easier to manipulate; such as pants with just a clasp or an elastic waistband, but he was characteristically too stubborn to do so. He was no less a man than any other and, by God, he would wear what every other man wore.

Once again he pulled himself erect with both arms and, using the chromium support bars around him, laboriously turned his body until he was facing the wall behind the toilet. Finally he was able to flop back down into his chair. Another successful ten-minute bathroom trek, he thought to himself ruefully. He sat for a while, breathing heavily and feeling grateful that, for the time being at least, the ordeal of urination was over. It was nearly a minute later before he began carefully maneuvering his chair out of the bathroom.

Tipsy as he was, he was still aware of the damage a recklessly propelled wheelchair could do to furniture, walls, and wood trim. Even the smallest scars he inflicted around the house were unwelcome reminders of his handicap and over the years he had spent uncounted hours filling, sanding, staining, and painting to hide the trail of his failings from people who never visited and would not have noticed the marks had they done so.

In fact, the few visitors that he did receive—mainly old war buddies who stopped in from time to time—were quietly amazed at the condition of his home. His refusal to accept any and all indications that he was in fact disabled had made him into a near obsessive compulsive; O’Keefe straightened and cleaned and decorated relentlessly. Though he had no use for upholstered furniture, the house was splendidly arrayed with it. Sofas, chairs, settees, and ottomans adorned the rooms, and all were utterly pristine. The floor beneath them did not escape O’Keefe’s near maniacal quest for perfection either, as he swept and dusted daily. Even the areas of the house covered by vaulted ceilings were free from any telltale cobwebs as he kept a small arsenal of brooms, whisks, and feather dusters that he attached to various extensions, enabling him to clean even the most out of the way corners and crevices. No mote of dust could long escape his obdurate passion for cleanliness, even though aesthetically speaking he could not have cared less if the floors of the house were dirt. His quest for clean was all done in the name of his intractable declination to concede to any lack of independence due to his paralysis.

Once he had backed his chair out into the bathroom proper and turned it toward the exit without damaging anything, he stopped and turned his head to look in the mirror, running a hand over his balding head as he did so. He didn’t have a whole lot of hair left up top, and even the strands of it that still held stubbornly fast to his head were more likely to be gray than the jet black he had been born with.

Damn, he thought, and I’m only sixty-five. I might have to put up with this bullshit for another fifteen years. He sighed heavily and resignedly guided his chair out into the hallway and toward the kitchen. Despite the bladder filling drawbacks of stout induced drunkenness, he wanted another beer, and soon enough he had one. He clutched the mug of dark, foamy libation tightly as he made his way out onto the deck and into the summer night. If I live to be too old to get off the can plastered, he thought, that’s when I’ll stop drinking beer. Then I’ll switch to whiskey.

He hardly noticed that it was an exquisite evening. The temperature hovered in the mid-seventies while a light but steady breeze had pushed aside the haze that was pumped into the sky from the coal-fired power plants that dotted the region, leaving the heavens brilliant with the light of a billion stars and a tiny sliver of rising moon. The stridulation of cicadas fell and then rose steadily to a crescendo before abating once again; a homophonic symphony that droned on throughout the early evening, so precise the rhythm that the sound seemed more akin to that of a perfectly crafted machine than thousands of individual insects. From his acres of never cut Christmas trees the breeze brought the sweet redolence of evergreens sweeping over his deck and by his olfactory nerves, and would have reminded him of long ago holidays from his youth had he been in a different state of mind.

But on this night, a howling winter wind could have been hurling sleet at his heart and he would not have felt any more piteously vile. Why do I do it? he asked himself. Why do I pay these women to come up the mountain to amuse me? He received no physical enjoyment from it, and once the deed was done he invariably felt as if his soul had rolled in a spiritual midden. And yet that never stopped him from repeating the behavior. He had earlier tried to throw away Julie’s number, but found he could not. Instead he filed it away where he knew he would not lose it.

And that despite the fact that his experience with her had been an especially bitter pill to swallow. At the height of her climaxes he had found himself believing in a small flicker of hope that had ignited deep in his breast, a sensation he had fervently tried to deny but could not, that the encounter with Julie had been more than merely a business transaction between a man and a woman. But now, a few hours divorced from the event, pristine clarity had returned to his mind. She had been very attentive and very sweet, but the cold, hard reality was that without his affluence she would have been a forbidden fruit from which he would never have been allowed even the most insignificant taste. Had she not been a hooker her kindness would have perhaps obliged her to awkwardly hold a door for his passage during a brief, random encounter, but nothing more.

He had wealth and a home that would be the envy of the vast majority of the human population. He could drive, he could boat, and he could fish. He could do nearly anything that a man with two good legs could do. He also could do a great many things that most men had not the wherewithal to effect; but the simplest pleasures would always be denied him. It seemed that time was all this life had left to offer him.

For years he had hoped that, just as he had regained bladder control, his nerves would seek out pathways that would enervate his long numb tissues and restore potency to his loins. There had been many nights that he could feel the passion rise in his mind, nights when he was sure that the resurrection of his manhood was nearly within his grasp. But now, on a night when only a few hours before he had held a naked, nubile young woman while she writhed in—or feigned, he thought bitterly—orgasmic delight, that resurrection may as well have been on the far side of the moon. With Julie on his lap he had felt nothing more than frustration. He had remained as limp as a drifting strand of thread in a boiling sea of apathy. On this night there was no gainsaying the fact that he was completely and utterly impotent.

He felt wet heat in the pits of his eye sockets and cursed. Don’t cry, damn you, he thought to himself. This is the way it is. Deal with it. Get on with life. There are people in this world a lot worse off than you. He gritted his teeth, inhaled mightily through his nose to pull the runny mucus back into his throat, and then wiped the moisture from around his eyes. Disgusted with himself, he reached for a cigarette. His pupils momentarily narrowed as he ignited the flame of his windproof Zippo and applied it to the end of the Marlboro.

It was as his night vision slowly returned that he saw it. Light, man made light; light that had formed a slight and momentary corona along the side of his mountain. At first he was not sure that he had seen anything at all, so he stared intently down the boardwalk toward the overlook hoping to see it a second time. There. There it was again; a tiny aurora that appeared for only a moment over the trees. Headlights, he thought. It was those damn kids again. They had gotten some 4x4s up to the far eastern end of the lake, probably using the rutted old logging trail that Billy Steinbeck kept clear so he could get his tractor up to the spillway to do his mowing.

O’Keefe had never seen the trespassers with his own eyes, but the little bastards invariably left plenty of evidence behind. He had found beer cans, pizza boxes, and used condoms floating near the far shore on several occasions when he had gone out to fish in the early morning. Each time it had happened he ended up trolling around netting trash rather than casting a line. That made him angry enough, but on this night, a night when his impotence laid like an anvil in his heart, the thought of young couples rutting down by the shore of his lake while casting their garbage aside for him to collect raised his ire to a fever pitch. Tonight, he promised himself, he would put an end to it once and for all.

He tossed down the last few swallows of his beer and drove the chair, which now seemed to move with agonizing slowness, back to the dining room. There, he switched back to the sports chair, checking to make sure the Colt was still in the side pocket before moving quickly into the laundry room where he retrieved a long steel flashlight and a pair of night vision binoculars from their designated spots on a low hanging shelf. Neatly stuffing them into the other side pocket, he raced—as nimbly as his somewhat inebriated condition would allow—out of the house and down the concrete ramp into the garage, grabbing his keys from a hook by the kitchen door as he passed.

He punched the combination into the keypad on the side of his van and waited as the door slid aside and the ramp slowly swung down from inside the vehicle.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he breathed impatiently, his arms tight and tingly with anticipation. At last the ramp thudded onto the concrete floor, and O’Keefe pushed his chair up it and into the vehicle. He locked the chair in its passenger-side bay, dropped the left armrest, and pulled his body almost viciously into the driver’s seat.

He was at the wheel with the engine running and the garage door rolling upward before the accessibility ramp was entirely stowed back inside. The van was moving before its sliding side door had powered completely shut. However, he forced himself not to speed off down the drive. His military training had instilled in him a great respect for stealth, even at the expense of speed, particularly when the enemy had no idea someone was approaching. So instead of flying noisily toward his goal, he drove deliberately down the mountain with only the orange glow of parking lights illuminating his path.

The boathouse, from a straight line perspective, was less than a mile from his home, but it was a much longer drive to get there. It was necessary to take the twisting drive down almost to the highway before taking a right through a set of remotely activated steel gates onto a curvy gravel road that led up between the shoulders of two mountains and then back down to the lake. It was even more winding than the driveway and had severe cut backs every 200 yards or so of the descent. Nearer to the lake the road straightened to a degree before emerging from the forest directly in front of the boathouse.

He had driven the route hundreds of times before, but rarely after dusk, and in the darkness the road seemed strangely alien. The glow from his parking lights cast a sickly pall on the forest as he passed while the gravel crunching beneath his tires sounded as loud as a rockslide rolling down the mountain. In the half-light, the trees seemed to lean in over the road, leaving O’Keefe to feel as if he were traversing a leafy tunnel that became more constricted with every revolution of his wheels. Had he not needed both hands, one to steer and one to manipulate the brake and accelerator stick that jutted from the side of the steering column, he would have reached over into the pocket of his chair to touch the cold steel of the Colt that rested there.

But even without a physical reminder of its presence, the thought of it so close by reassured him. He had no intention of using it on a gaggle of partying high school students other than to terrify them, but as he drove there had been time for him to consider a little more carefully the possibilities of what he might be up against. Although the odds were that he would be facing only kids out to have a good time in a place where they had no right to do it, there was no way he could be absolutely certain of who was on his land before actually seeing them. It was hardly unknown for drug smugglers to use remote Appalachian drop sites to bring in their wares, and they were famous for not taking interruptions lightly. If he ran into something like that, he would need the sidearm more than he wished to think about.

At last he emerged from the trees and, cutting the lights, rolled into the open area that surrounded the boathouse and pier. He brought the van up as close beside the structure as he was able, shut it down, and pulled himself once again into the sports chair. He loosed it from the locks and rolled it backward, punching the exit button on the ramp’s control box as he did so. Again, it seemed to take a noisy eternity for it to swing down to the ground. At last it was in position, and he was able to roll out onto the short grass surrounding the truck.

Immediately he was off toward the rough planks of the pier, not pausing even to close up the van. The door to the boathouse was on the left, about a third of the way down the pier. He halted before it, fumbling with the keys in the darkness before finally finding the one that matched the deadbolt on the entry. He unlocked the door and then was inside. With a quick flick of his right wrist, he slapped a switch into the on position, bathing the interior with bright light. He reached for one of the orange life preservers that hung from a rack to his left and clumsily donned it, his alcohol-laden fingers fumbling somewhat with the fastenings before the vest was securely strapped around his ribs.

There were three boats in the structure to choose from. First in line was a houseboat, its open rear deck perfect for lolling about with a rod on a hot summer’s day. Next was his bass boat, little more than a skiff really, that he used to poke into the numerous small coves that proliferated where the mountains met the water. Lastly there was his toy. It was a fast, miniature cigarette boat, which was still much too large for the proportions of his glorified pond; but he had the money, and he liked tearing wide laps around the lake at high speed, so he had bought it anyway. All three boats hung from the ceiling, suspended above the water by steel cables that were attached to wide, thick straps of reinforced canvas fabric that looped beneath the hulls and held the craft securely aloft.

He chose the cigarette boat. The bass boat would have been quieter and shown less of a silhouette, but it would not get out of its own way in a pinch, and he might have the need for speed if things did not go well, so his toy would have to do. He gave the sleek craft a quick inspection before he lowered it. Everything seemed to be in order.

Taking the proper remote from its hook on the wall he began to drop the speedster toward the water, stopping the pulleys just as the gunwale came to approximately the same level as the seat of his chair. He rolled down the mini-pier that formed one side of the slip and locked down his wheels as close as he dared to the edge of the planking before tossing his flashlight and the night vision binoculars over onto the vinyl passenger seat. Pulling the Colt from the other side pocket, he checked the slide lock, twice, and started to don the shoulder holster before cursing himself for his drunkenness. It obviously wasn’t going to fit over a life preserver. It took him a couple of long minutes to get out of the vest and then back into it after he had strapped on the gun.

Finally he grabbed hold of the gunwale before him and swung his body around, just as he did when he exchanged one chair for another, until he was seated on the edge of the boat, facing away from it, grasping the remote in one hand and holding on tightly to the edge of the windscreen with the other. The boat rocked back and forth unsteadily beneath him. Once the movement subsided somewhat, he carefully slid backward until his buttocks were atop the left-hand seat. He then laid his back across the center console and pulled one leg at a time over the gunwale. In a few moments he was sitting erect before the wheel. Machinery whined as once again he began to lower the craft toward the water. The edge of the slip was almost at a level with his chest before the hull softly impacted the lake and the boat began the familiar swaying motion endemic to any floating object. Impatient as he was, O’Keefe was still careful to lower the straps deeper into the water.

Once he was certain they were far enough below the surface not to interfere with the passage of the hull, he dropped the remote next to the flashlight and fired up the engines, a low rumble shaking the vessel as powerful twin inboards came to life. He stabbed at the garage door opener clipped to the dash, and the overhead door behind him began to roll upward. O’Keefe grimaced at the incredible racket of squeaks and metallic trundling noises made by the opener’s motor and the wheels of the door, but if someone out there heard it, they heard it. There was nothing to be done about it now.

Pungent exhaust fumes carried on the wind that entered through the now fully opened door blew back by his nostrils as he engaged the props. He carefully backed the craft from the slip and out onto the lake.

The open boathouse loosed an enormous amount of light out onto its surface, but O’Keefe had no way to douse the overheads from where he sat, an oversight he at that moment decided to correct as soon as possible.

When the bow was clear, he punched the opener again and the door slid back down almost to the level of the water. Some light still escaped from beneath the structure, but he did not believe that it could be seen from the far end of the lake. A high, rocky promontory jutted into the center of the tarn from the south, giving it its kidney shape, and also obstructing the view between the boathouse and the spillway and dam. Hopefully whoever was down there had not been attentive enough to notice the soft wreath of light that had almost certainly framed the headland during the time the door had been open.

Away from any enclosure now, he swung the bow to the left, reversed the propellers to provide forward thrust, and gave the boat just enough throttle to move it through the water at a walking pace. The speedboat wasn’t exactly a surreptitious way to arrive anywhere, but if he took it easy there were enough insects nosily inhabiting the trees to hide the sound of his approach until he was very close.

O’Keefe crept through the western basin, steering a course almost directly at the head of the promontory. He was certain that whatever scofflaws lay beyond, there was no way they could detect his approach as of yet. The danger would come when he rounded the point. For a short time there would be a long expanse of water behind him against which he would be silhouetted and easily spotted if anyone on the eastern end of the lake was paying attention. If he could gain the far side of the promontory unnoticed, he would be able to troll in slowly, getting close enough to the dam to see while still being camouflaged against the dark and confusing backdrop of rubble and misshapen pines that populated the opposite shore.

A few minutes later he began to round the promontory. He powered the engines up a bit and kept the boat as close to the shore as he dared until he was securely in the eastern basin. There he cut back the throttles nearly to idle. His eyes scanned the darkness before him, searching for some visible evidence of the trespassers he was sure were there. He saw nothing—no flashlights, no fire—nothing. He was halfway down the eastern side of the outcropping before he picked them out. A group of rental trucks, U-hauls and Ryders, were parked neatly across the spillway, approximately midway between the far side of the dam and the base of the mountain that formed the northern barrier of the lake. As he watched, the lighted shapes of several windshields appeared and disappeared, illuminated by the dome lights within as the occupants climbed in and out of their vehicles. O’Keefe killed the engines and drifted, straining to hear. Over the shrill grating of a million insects he could vaguely make out the sound of loading doors being rolled upward and voices which were indecipherable other than that they were both male and female.

The intruders were chatty—yelling, laughing, and joking among themselves. But O’Keefe could not understand anything they were saying. At first he thought he was too far away to pick out individual words, but as he drifted closer it became apparent that his uninvited guests were not speaking English. Whatever language they were using, it was not one that he recognized.

“Jesus,” O’Keefe whispered to himself, “they are drug dealers.” Foreigners. Maybe even terrorists. On his land, getting ready to pick up truckloads of drugs, or explosives, or guns, or whatever contraband they were here for. This was not good at all. There was no way anybody could para-drop enough of anything to fill all those trucks. But what kind of plane could put down on a lake this size and still carry that much cargo? An old PBY? Or maybe they were expecting a whole squadron of seaplanes. If they were, they had some time yet to wait as O’Keefe could hear no approaching engines.

But there was another worry. The slight current in the lake was pulling the boat closer and closer to the dam. Soon he would either have to drop anchor or start the engines, either of which would almost certainly be heard from the shore. And whoever these people were, they had far too much equipment to be amateurs. They almost certainly would have automatic weapons, lots of them; more than a match for his lone .45.

As he continued to drift toward the dam and the spillway, O’Keefe was able to make out some detail in the starlight. There were seven trucks of various sizes and at least twenty people on the shore, all of whom were unloading cartons from the back of each vehicle. What? O’Keefe was confused. “Why,” he asked himself, “would these people be unloading anything?” They should be here to pick up whatever it was they meant to smuggle in. It didn’t make any sense. As he contemplated the conundrum, his view was suddenly obscured, as if a black shroud had been silently dropped between his eyes and the shore.

Just as suddenly he became aware of the object that had cut off his line of sight. The sheer bulk of its dark shape and the soundlessness of its descent had kept him from seeing it at first. It was enormous. Some forty feet tall and at least two hundred feet wide, it looked like a giant black plate placed inverted atop another, only rounded at its edges. It hovered over the surface of the lake as solidly as if it were held by a giant vise, and yet it was utterly silent. Light suddenly radiated from a point on the far side of the craft, illuminating the shore. O’Keefe discovered that he could see under the thing on both sides where its body tapered out from the thicker, central core. A ramp extended from the same area as the light. He could see the legs of the people on the shore as they began to trudge up the ramp carrying in the boxes they had previously been unloading from the trucks.

“Good Lord,” O’Keefe whispered to himself. “It’s a goddamned flying saucer!”





CHAPTER SIX:

Forbidden Planet

Valessanna Nelkris paced. She knew it drove the bridge crew to distraction, but at present she was worried enough to be beyond caring. The acquisition team on the surface was in grave danger, which in truth was nothing out of the ordinary since they had been in harm’s way for weeks. But over the next half hour or so the danger they faced would be elevated exponentially. By now, they should have all reached the isolated lake that had been chosen as the extraction site, where the barge would drop from orbit and recover the team and their precious assemblage of purloined knowledge. It was the last but most perilous part of their mission. For the first time since their arrival on the planet, this was the one place where they would all converge, the one moment when they would have no believable cover story, the one point they were the most apt to be discovered. The barge was shielded well enough to deflect any sensor technology that it might encounter, but it was not wholly invisible. If someone were to see it descend and decided to sound an alarm, it could very well mean death for everyone involved. After all, the aberrants were nothing if not efficient when it came to parceling out murder and mayhem. And since Valessanna was powerless to do anything on the team’s behalf besides wait, she paced.

She held her arms tightly behind her ruler straight back, her right hand clamped vise-like around her left wrist, while she traced an imaginary line with her footsteps from port to starboard and then back. Presently she halted and turned to face aft. Before her were two elevated and heavily padded chairs; her own, empty and on the right; and the officer of the deck’s, occupied and on the left. Sitting in the OOD’s chair was Colvan Busht, her executive officer. She stared at him. “Well, are they down yet?” she growled.

Busht looked up from the monitor that the chair projected before his eyes and regarded her from beneath a furrowed brow. “No Val,” he said softly, patiently. “Deckar is still in orbit. The recon cutter has just now moved on station. As soon as I get the all clear from Lindy, I’ll send the barge down to retrieve the team.” Valessanna did not release him from her glare, which prompted a post script from the exec. “Don’t worry,” he said soothingly, “everything is going exactly as planned.” With that he went back to following their progress on his monitor.

Valessanna felt a bilious surge of irrational pique rising in her throat in response to the dismissive attitude displayed by an officer her junior in rank and under her command, but she fought the impulse to let fly a sharp retort. That urge, that sudden desire to direct spasms of anger at those around her in times of stress, was just one of the inner demons that she had carried with her for a lifetime. It had been a great hindrance to her early in her spacefaring career. But now, centuries removed from her initial forays into the cosmos, she had developed considerable self-control and was, in the end, successful at preserving the appropriate decorum for a commanding officer. It was bad enough for the state of the crew’s collective temperament to be witnessing their captain as nervous as a first time bride about to meet her future in-laws, but it might very well be ruinous for morale if they were allowed to see two senior officers having it out on the bridge. The passing of a few seconds was enough for the totality of her ire to evaporate.

Then, once more on an emotional even keel, she was forced to admit to herself that, despite her deep-seated feelings of unease concerning the acquisition team and their safe return to the ship, Busht was in fact correct. There was absolutely no logical, concrete reason for any distress at present.

That was why Busht had shipped out as her exec on a dozen consecutive cruises. They made a good team. Alone, his dispassionate temper would have made for a happy but lackadaisical crew, and without him to buffer them from her fiery perfectionism, Valessanna was certain that half of the Vigilant’s complement would have already resigned from the service. But the fusion of their styles had forged a ship with both excellent morale and utter competence. Under their command the Vigilant had accrued a well-deserved reputation of being one of the finest cruisers in the fleet. That, in large part, was why the ship had been chosen for this mission.

Valessanna did a quick about face and looked forward—quick enough to catch several heads swiveling back to concentrate on their duties. Some of the crew had obviously been observing her interchange with the exec rather than monitoring their consoles. Predictably, the impulse to snap at them rose instantly to the forefront of her consciousness; but again, rather than giving it release, she satisfied herself with an imperious, grunting, “Humph.” She felt sure the crew got the message.

There were less than a dozen of them on the bridge at present, seated here and there, leaving most of the thirty-six command stations unoccupied. The stations were arranged in three progressive arcs of consoles that mirrored and faced three large viewscreens mounted on the convexly curving forward bulkhead. The most important stations, such as navigation and communication, were situated on the third row from the front, the shortest row, which was also closest to the captain’s chair. Those deemed to be of lesser importance were on the middle arc of consoles while the least critical were arrayed along the longer front row.

On the forward bulkhead, only one of viewscreens, the center one, was active. Directly at its midpoint hung a real-time and highly magnified representation of a brilliant blue globe set against the darkness of the void. The sight sent a chill down Valessanna’s spine. The world was lovely from this distance, but its beauty hid almost unimaginable horrors. It was the third planet in the Sol system, the only planet in the galaxy to be off limits even to police vessels. Union ships heretofore allowed to enter this system came only on specially authorized scientific missions, conducting their investigations from high orbits, using unmanned reconnaissance drones for any close-in work, the ships’ crews being strictly forbidden to set foot on the surface, and for good reason.

Bizarre behaviors had cropped up on many human-inhabited worlds during the long Dark Age that followed the Cataclysm at Akadea; but they were for the most part harmless eccentricities that had given their respective worlds character and a sense of individuality. However, Sol Three was grossly more unique. Here, the population had sunk so deeply into depravity that their behavior had caused the very word aberrant to attain new and wholly sinister connotations. It was used in descriptions of the inhabitants more like a classification or a title than a noun or an adjective. The people of this world had deviated so far from human norms that they were not known as members of an aberrant population, or denizens of an aberrant world, but simply as “aberrants.” If one spoke of “aberrants” on any world in the Union, there was no mistaking to whom one referred.

For Sol Three was a world where violence inflicted against one human being by another was every day fare; a world where life was short and any regard for it almost nonexistent. The people that inhabited the orb killed each other in droves on every rotation. And yet beyond even the commonplace carnage, the planet was subject to recurrent paroxysms of organized violence that at times left millions dead in their wake. It was savagery far beyond anything seen anywhere else in the galaxy.

Thus it was natural for the aberrants to be universally feared. Their ever increasing slide into the abyss of madness was the stuff of the rest of the galaxy’s worst nightmares. And now Valessanna’s people were down there in the midst of them. She tried to swallow but found her mouth too dry. Trepidation flowed into her limbs anew, this time to an even greater degree than before. Unbidden by conscious thought, her feet again began to mechanically tread the unseen line from starboard to port and back.

Adding to her anxiety was the fact that no one knew precisely how much danger a corporeal visit to the aberrant world actually entailed. This was, after all, the first time since the rediscovery that it had been done. Extensive surveys and monitoring had been undertaken of the emissions that radiated from the planet, which had enabled the Union to suitably translate several of the dominant languages that were spoken there. But the transmissions were filled with such a volume of contradictions, obvious half truths, and utter fictions that even the immense amount of words and images that had been collected left scholars able to reach very few definitive conclusions about the place other than it was violent and dangerous, facts patently obvious to even the most casual observer. The overriding question of why this was so had never been suitably answered.

No one knew what long-ago events had triggered the aberrants’ descent into barbarism. And since the cause of the mass insanity remained indeterminate; contagion, psychological or otherwise, had always been greatly feared. Even in a society that prided itself on its citizens’ free access to information, only the most generic research concerning the aberrants was available to non-scientists. The bulk of the knowledge was hidden away, to be perused only by state-monitored scholars. It had been decided long ago that the less the general population knew about the aberrant world, the safer the rest of the galaxy would be.

So to most Akadeans the aberrants remained a faraway and shadowy source of dread and concern as it was known to practically everyone, albeit nearly exclusively through gossip and rumor, that the barbarians’ technological capabilities were moving forward at an alarming pace. It had been theorized that their limited lifespans had, over the centuries, endowed them with a drive to achieve that was far more intense than that possessed by normal human beings. But whatever the cause, the meteoric rise of their scientific prowess far outstripped anything ever seen on other planets seeded by Akadeans.

At Valessanna’s birth they had been hard pressed to cross their world’s oceans, and yet now they had the wherewithal to send forth limited exploratory missions throughout their star system. It seemed certain to be only a matter of time before they learned to traverse the vastness of space, and then the genie would truly be out of the bottle and there would be no capping it. Nothing would contain them at that point. On the day they became interstellar spacefarers, the galaxy would transform into an unthinkably dangerous place. That was another good reason for the laws against contact, Valessanna felt. Keeping them restricted to their own world might be impossible in the long run, but there was no reason to take the chance of helping them along. If the wrong technologies were inadvertently allowed to fall into their hands, the aberrants could very well be roaming the Milky Way in a matter of just a few years.

It was only the dire exigency of the times that had lifted the prohibitions imposed by the Union to allow for this one expedition. Yet even with the predations of the Vazileks now occurring at shorter and shorter intervals, the volunteers of the acquisition team would still be placed in strict quarantine for many months after their return, both on the Vigilant and later at a Union psychiatric facility. They would be watched continually for any sign of acquired antisocial or antisocietal behavior. Only after scientists were certain that they were in no way changed would they be allowed a debriefing and real contact with their observers, and a chance to relate exactly what a visit to the aberrant world was like. Hopefully the information that they had pilfered and would be bringing back with them would be of more immediate help.

That was Vigilant’s mission here, hard data aggregation. It had been determined long ago that some of the more technologically advanced of the many aberrant governments that held sway over different regions of the fragmented world devoted significant resources to the study of the planet’s recurrent episodes of societal fratricide, even going so far as to establish universities devoted to the study and perpetuation of the phenomenon. It was widely believed among academicians that within these schools and their adjuncts; in the libraries, the networks, and the history books; there could be found hard facts, unequivocal evidence that would paint a clear picture of the aggressive nature of the aberrants. What was needed was the unvarnished truth of how their conflicts were initiated, how they were conducted, and most importantly how each was eventually brought to an end. It was the hope of everyone involved in the project that this knowledge would somehow give the Union the key to opening a dialogue with the Vazileks and ultimately stop their more or less constant brigandage.

Thus the acquisition team had been formed, trained, equipped, and put aboard Vigilant. Then they had been brought to Sol Three, set down off the eastern coast of the continent that produced by far the most electromagnetic emissions, making it at least appear to be the most advanced area on the planet, and left on their own to accomplish their objectives. They had landed on the planet twenty-nine days ago. Now only a few minutes remained before the barge would be bringing them and the information they had plundered back aboard. Then Vigilant could turn her slender nose away from this nondescript little star and let her mighty engines take her and her crew far away from this accursed system, back to the Union, and home. It couldn’t come soon enough for Valessanna.

As she robotically strode to the point that was as far to port as she could go and was ready to turn back to starboard, she heard Busht behind her speaking softly into his com unit. She spun to face him, her eyes trained on his. His gaze was already directed to her own. “Yes,” he said as he nodded, his voice barely audible. “They’re starting in now.”

She inclined her head slightly in acknowledgement, then released the breath she had been holding and resumed her smooth, unthinking gait. Minutes passed. Busht reported the barge settling to the surface and making contact with the team. Somewhere on the bridge a console chimed, demanding the attention of the crewman that manned it. Seconds later the raspy, unsteady, and unbelieving voice of the woman at the sensor station called out to Valessanna.

“Captain, I read a ship approaching.” The ensign’s voice developed more clarity and confidence as she gleaned additional information from her equipment. “It’s gone sub-light well within the confines of the system. Approaching from above, angles seven by eighty-five. Moving in at high speed, approximately point nine three five. Make that two ships; no, check that; three now. In line ahead formation. They appear to be moving to an intercept course.”

Three ships, Valessanna thought. What in the name of the Rock were three ships doing way out here? What could possibly be important enough that the Union would send three vessels after Vigilant? Valessanna frowned and barked out an order. “Hail them!”

Before the communications officer could acknowledge, the ensign at the sensor console interrupted. “They’re not ours, Captain.”

“Belay that order,” Valessanna commanded stridently to the communications officer, pointing at his station with one index finger as she did so even though the officer on the watch had his back to her.

“Well, exactly who are they?” she asked loudly, expecting the ensign at scan to deduce that the question was meant for her, which she readily did.

“Unknown, Captain,” the ensign answered. “But they are all of the same configuration, and at least appear to be quite modern. Data is coming in slowly; they are heavily shielded.” There was a pause on the bridge. The only sounds were the small noises of the crew manipulating controls at their stations and the ubiquitous background whisper of the atmospheric system pushing air.

At length the ensign spoke again. “I have an ID, Captain. Vigilant says they are Vazilek, ninety-eight percent probability. An unknown type, but similar to ships observed during the Demyrsin raid.”

A shudder slightly convulsed Valessanna’s shoulders and caused her to draw in a hiss of breath. She was certain everyone on the watch did the same. Her mind reeled. Vazilek raiders? What could they possibly be doing here? Did they mean to attack the aberrants, or were they here to do business with them? The two groups did, after all, share some quite brutal similarities. Or had Vigilant been shadowed somehow? Had they unwittingly led them to this place? Before any further questions could barrage her brain, a crewman at one of the science stations rotated in his chair and addressed her.

“Captain, if they are comparable to the ships encountered at Demyrsin, they will be carrying substantial armament.” A patina of anxious stress covered each word of the man’s stentorian pronouncement. “We are no match for three of them,” he concluded. The fearful urgency with which the crewman had spoken shattered Valessanna’s shock-induced inertia.

“All stations, level one alert,” she snapped. “Helm! Fire up the engines; get us under way. Toward the star. Let’s draw them away from the small craft. Navigation! We’re going to slingshot around the star and come back for the cutter and the barge. Input course for maximum speed if you please. Communications! Alert Lindy and Deckar. Patch ‘em in, get ‘em up, and coordinate the rendezvous. Weapons!” There was an awkward pause as Valessanna realized that the weapons stations were yet to be manned. She grunted for no particular reason before turning to mount the two steps up to her command chair.

It came swiftly to life as she settled into it, shaping itself to fit snugly around her body and holding her like a half open cocoon, emulating chairs at stations all across the bridge. Tiny speakers grew out of the chair’s headrest until they were nestled against each of her ears while a thin microphone snaked out on a level just beneath her chin. A holographic plate came into view, rising on an until recently hidden support arm.

“Vigilant, tactical plot, please,” Valessanna ordered. The air above the plate flickered to life, depicting a three-dimensional image of the system and its surrounds. There, far above the plane of the planetary orbits, were the Vazilek ships. Represented by three elongated, red diamonds, they were approaching quickly and appeared to be on a heading aimed directly at the white diamond that was Vigilant. Valessanna’s ship, on the other hand, had been set in a slow, stellar orbit, closer to the second planet than the third, and even with all her engines now burning appeared to be hardly moving at all. “Sensors, update the Vazilek course, please.”

The speakers at her ears came to life. “They are maintaining an intercept course, Captain. They appear to be periodically correcting their vector to allow for our movement and acceleration. It seems certain they have detected us.”

“Roger that,” she replied, then ordered, “Exec!”

Busht acknowledged.

“Colvan,” she asked almost plaintively. “Are they in the air yet?”

“Negative Captain, they are still loading.”

“Keep me apprised.”

“Captain; Sensors.” It was the voice of the diffident ensign. “One of the Vazilek ships has broken formation. It is now on a direct heading for Sol Three. They may have detected the small craft.” Valessanna quickly shifted her focus to the tactical display. She could already see it. One of the red diamonds was slowly moving away from the others. As she watched the remaining two, they moved into a line abreast formation. Great, she thought. Now more of their weapons will come to bear as they fall in behind us. It was a sure sign the raiders were spoiling for a fight. But who would have thought otherwise?

“Colvan, did you get that?” she asked.

“Affirmative,” Busht intoned.

“Tell Deckar he has ten minutes, and then he’s got to go, regardless of the status of the mission.”

“Roger that.”

Valessanna checked her display again. The three intruders were already well within the radius of the fourth planet’s orbit. “Navigation, how much time before the one Vazilek can intercept the barge and the cutter?” She already knew she wasn’t going to like the answer.

“That’s hard to say, Captain,” came the reply. “But if they wait until the last moment to brake, and their deceleration rates are comparable to ours, they could be there inside of twelve minutes.”

Twelve minutes? That was all? “Can we beat them there?” She knew she wasn’t going to like this answer either.

“Not a chance, Captain.”

“What if we turn around and take a direct heading?”

“We won’t be there for another thirty-seven minutes using the gravity we’ve got to work with, and turning around is worse. This star is small, but we’re in close and we’ve already gained a good deal of momentum. It would take us nearly five minutes just to do a one-eighty and get back to where we started from. And we would be no where near deep drive velocity when the Vazileks came within range. Even if we somehow beat them to the small craft, I couldn’t guarantee an escape.”

“Understood.” Valessanna struggled for calm as she felt herself teetering on the edge of panic and tipping the wrong way. What to do, what to do, she thought over and over. She sat, transfixed, watching the holographic image before her. The red icons continued to swoop down on Vigilant while her ship seemed to be gathering speed in only infinitesimal increments. It was clear even without a query to navigation that they could not hope to escape, even using the gravity of the star, without first coming within range of the Vazileks’ weapons—weapons that the outlaws were rarely shy to use. They only abstained from a fight when the odds were stacked heavily against them, and that certainly wasn’t the case here.

Whatever the reasons for the Vazileks’ presence in this system, those reasons had become superfluous immediately upon the detection of the Union ships. Now the intruders were in stalking mode. The predators were aware of the prey and knew that they were the stronger. They would proceed to hunt Vigilant and her small craft unfalteringly, until all three of them were destroyed and any survivors had been taken as captives. They would never willingly allow the Akadeans to escape; Vigilant would ultimately have to outrun them to survive. Valessanna had had enough dealings with the criminals to know what to expect of them.

“Sensors to captain. The Vazileks have changed course. They’re veering away.”

Valessanna’s stunned, initial relief quickly turned to horror as the import of the maneuver became clear. They were not ending their pursuit; they simply understood that Vigilant was not fleeing. They had detected Lindy and Deckar and knew from experience that the Akadeans would not abandon their shipmates to incineration. The two ships were braking into a parabolic course that would put them between the star and the aberrant world on a vector heading out of the system, on a line directly astride the one Vigilant would have to take to get back to her cutter and barge. When she emerged from the far side of the star the Vazileks would be waiting, and the Union ship would have to run a gauntlet of fire all the way back to the third planet and beyond, enduring a formidable pummeling until they could gain enough speed to activate the deep drive and escape into the haven of faster-than-light travel. It was going to be a rough ride, and one that could quite conceivably have a very bad ending.





CHAPTER SEVEN:

Burnt

O’Keefe had never put much stock in the stories he’d heard of UFOs, alien abductions, or any of that nonsense. He’d seen plenty of people on television claiming to have seen or experienced such things, but had always scoffed at the rubbish they spouted as either hoaxes or the fruit of overactive imaginations. He figured a lot of what was claimed was the work of con artists hoping to find some way to capitalize on the inherent gullibility of a third of the population. But his convictions were getting a little shaky now, as the evidence hanging before his eyes was indefeasible. He sat woodenly at the controls of his boat, awestruck, still staring wide-eyed at the extraordinary, hulking craft floating effortlessly over the water. It was several long moments before he shook off the trance-like stupefaction that had seized him and spurred himself to action.

He reached for the night vision binoculars on the seat next to him. He raised the device to his eyes and focused it on the beings traversing the wide swath of spillway near the saucer. They were certainly not little green men. The people loading their cartons of contraband into the saucer were human in every way. Other than the fact that they all appeared to be somewhat short in stature, they looked absolutely normal, their appearance and demeanor suggesting nothing more than middle-class America. Most of them wore some sort of work clothing, predominately jeans and multicolored tee shirts by what he could discern in the jade half-light of the binoculars. They all appeared to be young, tan, fit, and trim—too fit and trim to simply be ordinary civilians. They had to be military—Air Force for sure. But what was with the strange language? Some kind of code maybe? That had to be it. Whatever they were doing, it was so secret that they were using code talkers, just like in World War II when the Corps used Navajos to keep their radio traffic secure. But what were they doing here? His lake wasn’t exactly a secure spot for top-secret adventures. What ever happened to Nevada and Area 51? Why weren’t they out there, or somewhere else in the desolate West, loading up their mysterious cargo? And what would be their response to a lone stranger caught observing them? Each question he asked himself led to even more questions, none of them with definitive answers. His mental meandering only served to make his comprehension of the situation murkier than it had been before.

Then abruptly, as O’Keefe still watched through the night scope, the comportment of the trespassers changed markedly. Whatever his visitors were doing; they had suddenly been energized to finish their task more quickly. In the blink of an eye the tempo of their efforts had turned from capriciously casual to doggedly determined. Gone was the jovial repartee he had witnessed only moments before. Now they ignored each other as they passed. They were jogging out to the trucks to grab boxes, and once they had them they were feverishly lugging those same boxes as quickly as they were able back up into their aircraft.

In only a short time, even that pace became unsatisfactory, and they proceeded to back one of the trucks up to the base of their ramp and unload it from there. Even as they removed the last cartons from that truck the next one was being driven up to the shore, ready to take the place of the other as soon as it could be moved. O’Keefe could not readily discern what if anything about the situation had substantially changed, but something had sure spooked his visitors.

As he watched the drama playing out before him, his boat continued drifting closer to the dam. The little craft had moved far enough to the east that he found himself in a position where his line of sight to the activities on the shore was unimpeded by the bulk of the saucer. He could now see nearly the entire length of the ship to shore ramp, and it was at once abundantly apparent that the rapidity of the strangers’ efforts had increased to an even greater pitch. They seemed nearly spent now, jostling each other as they descended the ramp and bending over to grab their knees each time there was a moment with no parcel of cargo available for them to carry. Even at a distance O’Keefe could plainly see that all of them were gasping for air.

As the last box on one truck was passed down to a woman, the man who had lowered the carton into her arms jumped down from inside the cargo box and disappeared around the side, running toward the cab. O’Keefe heard the driver’s side door slam shut. Just as the starter turned the engine, the exhausted woman lost her grip on the load she was carrying, dropping the parcel to the ground, and scattering its contents over the grass near the water. O’Keefe could not be sure what he had seen flying from the container, but he could have sworn that there were books among the contents.

As the woman dropped to her knees to retrieve the items O’Keefe saw the backup lights of the truck flash on behind her. My God! he thought, he’s put it in the wrong gear. Before he could unthinkingly shout a useless warning the truck lurched rearward, knocking the woman onto her side and then rolling over her, leaving her pinned beneath the dual wheels on the right hand side of the truck.

The woman’s screams brought a sudden halt to all activity on the shore. Her comrades rushed to her, seeking to help, but were unable to extricate her; one of her arms and a shoulder appeared to still be caught directly beneath the oversized tires. Finally one of them, apparently a corpsman of some type, knelt next to her and administered morphine or some other medication, and the woman’s pain laden shrieks quickly subsided and then ceased entirely. From what little O’Keefe could see between the bodies that surrounded her, she appeared to have been rendered unconscious.

Once calm had been restored to the spillway, O’Keefe at once felt empty and sick over the scene he had just witnessed. He fought back the urge to retch. One of the strangers had less control than he did, and did just that; running off to vomit into the edge of the lake.

The others stood by in a tight circle next to the back of the truck, alternately squatting to study the woman’s plight and then standing and appearing to argue excitedly about what to do next. After several long moments had passed, they came to a decision. It was their only choice, O’Keefe thought. They started the truck and backed it further down toward the water, freeing the woman without rolling the tires over the whole of her torso for a second time. Once she could be lifted, several of her friends gathered her gently into their arms and carefully handed her up to others who were waiting to bear her into the saucer.

But solving one problem had given rise to another. In backing the truck closer to the saucer, the undercarriage had pushed a short way up the craft’s sloping entry ramp. Now some of the weight of the truck rested there rather than on its wheels. When the intruders attempted to move the truck forward, the tires merely spun into the wet earth adjacent to the water while the vehicle itself went nowhere. It wasn’t long before the driver, seeing that his effort was futile, exited the cab and rejoined the others who were still standing about in a ragged circle on the spillway.

Again, there was a knotted conclave and an argumentative discussion, only this time the voices were louder and more animated. At last one man took charge and started to shout clearly audible, but nevertheless utterly alien sentences. His pointing gestures and forceful body language made it clear the words were commands. He was obviously the officer in charge. Immediately the driver departed the group and went again to seat himself behind the wheel of the truck while his fellows, and several more people called down from the interior of the saucer, applied brute strength to the rear of the truck in an attempt to free it. But the wheels still simply spun in place, throwing gobs of mud on to the clothing of those pushing from behind.

They seemed incognizant of the filth. Their efforts were frantic, almost panic stricken. O’Keefe could clearly see that all of them consistently took short, furtive gazes over their shoulders and toward the heavens, as if afraid that unseen dangers lurked high overhead. Their unease was contagious, and O’Keefe found that he too was unable to resist taking a few quick glances around the sky, but he saw nothing. Other than the stars and the crescent moon, there were only the flashes of a faraway thunderstorm that had coalesced in the humid summer troposphere and now rumbled ominously in the distance.

But unseen fears aside, O’Keefe had a more immediate and tangible reason for anxiety. The current pulling his boat was caused by water pouring into the top of a drain pipe, a pipe used to keep the water level of the lake more or less constant. The pipe stood vertically beneath the surface of the lake, plunging to a depth of nearly forty feet before elbowing ninety degrees and piercing the dam near its base. At the far end the pipe dumped water at a rate that varied from a trickle to a raging torrent, depending on the amount of recent rainfall, into a rocky streambed on the other side of the dam. At present it was disgorging the lake’s rain swollen contents at a rate rapid enough to make the water writhe in foamy chop as it fell among the rocks—a rate that provided more than sufficient suction to quickly pull toward it any floating object unfortunate enough to be caught near the pipe’s inlet. That inlet was surrounded by a sturdy, galvanized, rectangular sieve of steel designed to filter out any large debris, while the sieve itself was topped by a concrete slab. The whole assemblage protruded several feet above the water and O’Keefe’s boat was now ever more rapidly drifting toward an imminent collision with the structure at a speed which, when combined with the substantial mass of the boat, could quite possibly cause significant damage. That was not to mention the noise it would make. O’Keefe silently debated his options for only a moment before he reluctantly flipped up the toggle that released the anchor. He winced as it splashed into the water and its connecting chain rattled loudly through the hawse hole.

But the people on the shore labored on obliviously, the noise of the truck engine roaring fruitlessly and the extremity of their own situation deafening them to any distractions out on the water. O’Keefe heaved a sigh of relief as the anchor caught and the boat swung nearly one hundred and eighty degrees, coming to a halt with its propellers only a few feet from the concrete-capped drain. However, he had drifted close enough to the structure that it obscured his view of the mired panel truck.

With difficulty, he turned to his right and pulled his legs over the center console of the boat, placing his unfeeling feet on the passenger seat cushion. Then he grasped the gunwale at his back with both hands, and tried to hoist himself atop it. But the stock of his .45, sticking out under the back of his armpit, caught the interior edge of the gunwale and held him inside the boat. He tried to jerk the holster forward a bit, to move it closer to his chest than his armpit, but the life preserver he wore prevented it.

Swearing silently, he released the clasps that held the flotation device to his chest and lifted it over his head, refastening it over his right shoulder rather than his neck. At last he was able to pull the gun forward an inch or two and then lift his body up onto the gunwale. From there he could see over the drainpipe assembly and across to the spillway. Gripping the chrome edge of the boat’s windscreen tightly between the fingers of his left hand, he was able to balance securely and still manipulate the night scope with his right.

The scene before him was unchanged. The rental truck still roared and the group of men and women still pushed at it from behind. After only a few more seconds of unproductive expenditure of effort, they gave up their attempt, shut down the truck, and met again near the base of the ramp. Suddenly one started to chatter excitedly while the others seemed to gain strength from his exhortations. The idea man ran up into the saucer, emerging back from within almost immediately carrying something that could have been a cell phone. He proceeded to lead the others off at a trot across the spillway and toward the nearest stand of trees.

O’Keefe lost sight of the group as the stranded truck blocked his view, but seconds later there was a small crackling, explosive sound followed immediately by the crash of a falling tree. There were several more sounds akin to the first, and then silence. Moments later the group returned to the saucer’s ramp carrying part of a tree trunk under their arms as if it were a battering ram. The column of wood, about twenty feet long, was utterly denuded of limbs and bark, the wood appearing shiny and smooth in the dim light of O’Keefe’s scope. While one man cranked up the truck, others positioned the tree trunk lengthwise beneath it, placing the base of the bole almost directly below the rear axle, and began to use it as a lever, laying their shoulders to the wood and pushing upward on it with all their strength, attempting to raise the truck’s undercarriage clear of the ramp. Still others of the intruders again pushed manually against the back of the vehicle.

O’Keefe sat on the gunwale, astonished; faced with yet another question for which he had no answer. What kind of tool could knock down, strip, and cleanly smooth a tree in only seconds? It seemed impossible, yet it had obviously happened, even if it had been done where he could not see.

Part of him wanted to fire up his engines and flee across the lake, away from the strange and unaccountably inept intruders and back to the familiar security of his home and his dogs. But curiosity prevailed over his better judgment and kept him frozen to his perch. And besides, despite their obvious technological adroitness, even his paranoid instincts no longer perceived the trespassers to be a potential threat or a likely source of violence. The events of the last few minutes had made them seem more bumbling and frightened than menacing.

Back on the ramp the group continued their exertions, and as they did so the truck finally began to inch slowly forward. At last the tires found the traction they sought, and the big vehicle lurched ahead and out onto the spillway. The driver guided it over to where the remainder of the vehicles were parked. He exited the cab, and started to jog toward the next partially laden truck, only to be stopped by a shout from the saucer hatch.

It came from the same man who had taken charge before. He stood agitated in the hatchway, urgently gesturing at the driver to return. The driver, for his part, seemed eager to comply, as he turned and immediately sprinted athletically back toward the craft. The ramp began to retract even as his footfalls pounded up to the entry. The saucer began to rise before the hatch slid shut behind him. It sped silently upward, O’Keefe quickly losing sight of it in the blackness between the stars.

Then just as he lowered the night scope a small, seemingly solid globe of brilliant white light shot across the sky, illuminating the lake like a thousand lightning bolts. It disappeared into a yellow and orange coruscation that marked the genesis of an explosion. In a split second the blast grew astronomically until it nearly blotted out the sky.

O’Keefe, blinded by the expanding fireball, knew instinctively that he was far too close to a blast of such magnitude too simply remain where he was and hope to emerge unscathed. But there was no time to run, and only one place to hide. He released his grip on the windscreen of the boat and pushed himself away from it. His upper body fell back toward the water, dragging his legs over the side of the boat as he went. But he had not been quick enough. Before the cold water could close over him the concussion and heat arrived, turning the serene mountain tarn into a steaming, seething cauldron of fire and shrapnel from above. Fortunately for O’Keefe, the pressure wave from the explosion also knocked him unconscious before the shrieking messages of pain that raced across his undamaged ganglia arrived at his brain.





CHAPTER EIGHT:

Mercy from Above

Alone on the flight deck of the cutter, Willet Lindy was bored to tears. What a milk run, he thought. He reclined the pilot’s seat back a few degrees and stretched, suppressing a yawn. He was flying second this time out, so there wasn’t much to do. He had taken Talon from Vigilant, dropped a small communications relay so they could stay in contact with the ship even from the far side of the planet, then put the cutter in orbit around the aberrant world before going atmospheric and bringing her to a lazy hover high above the extraction point. As usual the spot was deserted. The med tech’s scan had revealed only one humanoid within miles, and that single life sign was on the other side of a mountain. Once the scan was complete and the report called in there was nothing left on Talon’s agenda. The cutter’s only duty now was to stay out of sight and maintain surveillance over the area, watching for aberrant aircraft, until the acquisition team was retrieved and the barge lifted from the surface. So Lindy had hidden Talon in the midst of a thunderstorm a few dozen kilometers away and now waited for Albatross to drop down for the rendezvous. Once the team was aboard and the barge was away it would be a short hop back to the ship as an escort and another routine flight would be in the books.

Lindy removed the com set from his ears and with the pressure of a single fingertip on the controls cleared the black from the cockpit glass that surrounded him, opening his senses to the storm that raged around Talon. He watched in wonder as the preternaturally bright flashes of lightning sizzled through the air and flinched at each crashing detonation that accompanied the bolts. The antigravs dampened the turbulence to something of a rocking motion while the shields deflected a great deal of the noise, but still the flight deck had become a front row seat to one of nature’s most breathtaking and menacing spectacles.

It was a new experience for Lindy. He was from Namoneta, one of the older and more populous worlds of the Union, where weather control had been in use for centuries before he had been born. He had rarely been an eyewitness to the power of unbridled nature, and certainly never near enough to have seen it on a scale such as this. It was horrifyingly entrancing. He spun his chair this way and that beneath the invisible canopy that protected him, not wanting to miss any of the violence that danced around the ship. It was as if he was seated out in the midst of the storm, and he was enjoying the sensation immensely.

He could have easily parked elsewhere, away from the storm, as Talon was more than adequately protected against any detection devices the aberrants were capable of fielding, but it was always possible that one of the flying machines that Talon was on the lookout for might approach on a course that would eventually bring them close enough to spot the cutter visually. Then he would have to evade them and find a place to hide anyway. Besides, he was a perfectionist, particularly in regard to his flying skills, so taking every possible precaution was as innately natural to him as a heartbeat.

There was also the fact that he loved the little cutters. He did not want to take the chance, however remote, that some damage might be inflicted to one of them. The aberrants were notoriously touchy about intrusions and had been known to send armed craft in pursuit of completely innocuous drones any time they were lucky enough to stumble across one. At least that was what Lindy had heard. He had no firsthand knowledge as this was the only time he had been anywhere near Sol Three. But whatever the truth was, the lunatics that lived here were not going to as much as put a scratch on his ship.

Normally, he would have been upset to be lazing around doing nothing, angry that he had not been chosen to fly first on a sortie of such importance. But this time he was relieved to be sitting in this chair rather than Deckar’s. This time, had he been assigned to Deckar’s seat, he would have been looking at a long quarantine when he got back to Vigilant, just for having been in close contact with the members of the acquisition team. The barge had been specially outfitted to serve as living quarters for the team during the return home, and even back in the Union Deckar would still be secluded with them at an unnamed medical facility. That would have meant months away from Cyanne had Lindy been in his place. Plus Deckar was a friend, a damn good pilot, and had been next on the duty roster. That was not to mention that flying first would have put Lindy at the controls of the Albatross. The barge was a nice enough ship, with its big antigravs and powerful engines; but it was still just a fat, round barge. The cutters, on the other hand, were winged and stiletto shaped; much like smaller, thinner versions of Vigilant. They were quick and extremely maneuverable, a pilot’s dream. Even on as boring a hop as this one, flying a cutter was infinitely preferable to piloting the barge. Lindy was as happy on a cutter flight deck as he was anywhere. Well, maybe not. There were the times when he was alone with Cyanne.

His mind started down the path of an erotic daydream before he chastised himself and pushed the pleasant visions away, forcing himself instead to scan his instruments. His gaze flowed over them as a vain fop might inspect his visage in the mirror. Lindy was always acutely aware of even the subtlest imperfections or insignificant deficiencies in the automated controls of the various ships he was rated for, deficiencies that few other pilots would have even noticed, much less had the temerity to attempt to correct. And now, despite the computer control that kept Talon relatively stable inside the storm, several minute inadequacies in the craft’s performance, made evident by the duress placed upon it by the maelstrom outside its skin, glared at Lindy from the panel like insults. Quickly he made slight adjustments manually, scowling as he did so and updating the programming as he went. He made a mental note to download the changes to Talon’s sister cutter, the Raptor, as soon as he was back shipboard. Satisfied, for the moment at least, at the performance of his ship, he leaned back in his chair once more to enjoy the impressive light show that still rumbled about the cutter on every side.

There was a reason he was alone on the flight deck, and that reason was there was only a skeleton crew aboard. That was normal on a ship flying second, for if some unlikely accident or equipment failure grounded the Albatross on the surface, Talon would need the space to pack in those who would otherwise be stranded. If the occasion arose, every square meter of deck space would be precious. Besides himself, there were only two others aboard: a med tech and a payload specialist, or p-spec as they were often called, neither of whom Lindy was acquainted with closely. He had passed them in the corridors of Vigilant from time to time, but that was the extent of his knowledge of either crew member. Both of them were stationed below. He had not bothered to leave the cockpit to speak with them, and they would never dare to show their faces on the flight deck. Lindy considered himself to be an outgoing, hospitable man, and he very much enjoyed parties and other social gatherings, but as a pilot he had a reputation for professional detachment, a detachment which bordered on aloofness. If you had no job to do in the cockpit, everyone knew their presence there would not be welcome. Lindy’s viewpoint was that the cockpit was the pilots’ personal domain.

He was sure that both members of his current crew privately considered him to be arrogant in the extreme, but neither would venture to say so out loud because he was a pilot—their pilot, one of the best in the business—and their lives were in his hands. They stayed below decks at their stations, did what they were there to do, and didn’t impinge on his privacy.

So Lindy was alone and took the communication himself when the warning came in. Three Vazilek ships had entered the system, with one vectoring directly toward the aberrant world above which Talon was now suspended. Lindy’s first thought was that neither the Talon nor the Albatross were armed, hardly the perfect scenario with a raider inbound. Within seconds he was on the line with Deckar. “You get the news?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Deckar replied, apparently unruffled. “I’ve got everybody double-timing it now, so we should be okay. I’ll be off this rock in seven minutes, tops. After that I think we should stay atmospheric, use what weather we can find for cover and try to keep the planet between us and them until the ship is close enough for us to make a run for it.”

“I agree. But I’m going to stay here on station until you get airborne. So hurry. I don’t want to get cooked over nothing more than the literature stolen from an insane asylum.”

“Neither do I, brother; believe me.” With that, Deckar signed off.

Lindy was no longer entertained by the lightning splitting the clouds. He was too worried to even think of the storm now. He made a quick announcement to his meager crew over the ship’s intercom, explaining the situation, and then fidgeted nervously at the controls while ignoring the clamor exploding outside. Five minutes came and went. Two minutes after that Deckar had still not checked in. Lindy waited another anxious sixty seconds before opening a com link.

“Are you leaving or not?” he asked.

“We’ve a problem Willet.” Deckar’s tone was dead serious, and every muscle in Lindy’s body stiffened at the gravity in his voice.

“What kind of a problem?”

“An injury. A bad one. We’re loading her aboard now. We’ll be up in a minute.”

“Should I come down?”

“No. By the time you get here, we’ll be gone. And if I were you, I’d be on the move. That Vazilek has got to be closing in.”

“No kidding. But I’ll wait for you.”

And wait Lindy did. He waited until he could wait no more. He waited until the sensors on the cutter, which had a limited range under the best of circumstances but were absolutely constricted by the interference from the storm, picked up the Vazilek ship approaching. “Deckar,” he nearly screamed into the com. “They’re here! I’m tracking them now. Get that bird off the ground!”

“I’ve got one man still out,” Deckar replied. There was a momentary pause before he spoke again. “Okay, he’s aboard. And we’re flying. I’ll see you back at the ship.”

You better firewall those engines, Deckar, Lindy thought. The Vazilek ship was close, close enough that Lindy could raise a visual on his panel. He watched as the raider streaked through the atmosphere directly toward Deckar and the Albatross, paying no attention to Lindy’s craft. Whether that meant they could not detect him hiding in the storm or that they simply did not care about his presence he did not know, but he made no attempt to flee.

The Vazileks’ entry angle was steep, steep enough to make the leading edges of the ship’s stubby wings glow fluorescently in the night. Safety was apparently of secondary concern to them when compared with destroying the barge. They were on top of Deckar in seconds. The Albatross had only a few moments before begun to fall away from the surface on its antigravs. The mains had hardly engaged when the Vazileks fired their plasma cannon. A fearsome ball of power lit the darkness, followed immediately by a tremendous explosion as the barge disintegrated. The raider swept away in a smooth upward arc, heading for space, and Vigilant.

Lindy clamped his eyes shut to keep out the sight of the flaming debris that had a moment before been Albatross. When he opened them there were only bits of spinning fire in the night, spiraling toward the ground below. Despair wracked his heart and he hugged himself tightly with both arms, but still he made no move to leave the clouds. He kept Talon hovering in the center of the storm, waiting until the Vazilek ship was well out of the atmosphere before acting. When he thought they were far enough out and could see they were accelerating away he opened the intercom again.

“Buckle up, boys,” he said. “Deckar just bought it. We’re going in to search for survivors.” With that he cut the antigravs, engaged the engines, and pushed the cutter over into a powered dive toward the surface. The dampening systems, as good as they were, had never been designed for such maneuvers and the G forces pressed Lindy heavily back into his seat. Talon screamed downward through the base of the clouds, into the pounding rain and then out of it, braking only at the last possible moment to come to a slow glide only feet above the mountain lake that had been the rendezvous point.

“What have you got..,” Lindy paused, searching his mind for a name, and abruptly finding it. “Rast?”

The med tech was slow to answer. Having been convinced that Lindy was either going to fly the cutter into the ground or tear off her wings, he was still coming to grips with the reality that he yet lived.

“Scanning,” was the only word he could muster, but the truth was that he was only now activating his equipment. However, Rast was fairly good at his job and recovered quickly. In seconds he was deftly searching the area for any sign of life, or even an intact cranium that could be kept in stasis until they were home, until a new body could be either shipped in or grown for the casualty.

“Got one,” he finally said. “Floating on the water. A couple of hundred meters abaft. Transferring coordinates. It looks like the rest of them are all gone though.”

Lindy’s eyes flitted to the monitor that would show him exactly where the survivor was. Almost as soon as his focus settled on the screen, a red dot appeared behind the yellow outline that symbolized Talon. He brought the trim craft about and expertly maneuvered it over the water until the rear hatch was just to the left of the survivor, with Talon’s hull hanging less than a meter above the surface of the lake. He punched up a visual. What appeared to be a man hung sideways in the water, kept afloat by a mangled mass of half melted foam and burnt orange fabric that had somehow become entwined around his right shoulder and armpit. A warning light appeared on the instrument panel, indicating that the hatch had been opened. Below, Rast flipped a switch and a ladder extended from the hatch to a point where its lower rungs were beneath the water. Lindy could see the base of it in his visual.

“I don’t think he’s one of ours,” Rast said several seconds later. But even over the com link his voice sounded uncertain.

“What do you mean?” Lindy asked, perplexed. “Who else would he be?”

“Well, my guess is he’s an Earther. He appears to be completely intact, but I’m still not getting a transponder signal. And I mean no signal at all. I’m knee deep in the water here with the receiver six inches from this guy’s back, and I’m getting nothing. What should I do?” he asked woefully.

“Get him aboard,” Lindy snapped, thinking the answer should have been obvious. “I’m coming down.” He set Talon for station keeping before spinning in his chair and standing in movements that were as fluid as the lope of a cheetah. His act of rising segued into an easy jog that took him to the rear of the flight deck where the access hatch recognized him and slid aside at his approach. He was down the short stairwell, through the crew’s quarters, and into the payload bay in a matter of seconds. Rast and the p-spec were still struggling to pull the survivor into the bay when he arrived. Lindy reached down to help them pull the man up, but when he grabbed an arm, a fist full of charred clothing and skin came off in his hand.

“Great blazing suns!” he cried, while the urge to puke filled the back of his throat. “He’s burned to a cinder! Is he still alive?” As Lindy spoke, the p-spec, who had grasped the survivor under both arms, finally pulled him up into the cutter while Rast, who had been wedged between the man’s legs, lifted himself into the ship and sat heavily on the side of the open hatch. Water streamed from his uniform and spread over the deck around him.

“Oh, yeah,” Rast said. “He’s alive all right. But not by much and not for long.”

“Explain,” Lindy ordered coldly, as he wiped the gore from his hand onto the right leg of his sky blue trousers.

“Look at him,” Rast exclaimed, with more than a little exasperation. “Look at the size of him. He’s not one of ours. He’s an aberrant!”

Lindy did a quick scan of the scorched body that lay at his feet, and the man was large. He had to be nearly two meters in height. He was obviously not your average Akadean. “Well, he shouldn’t be any different from us internally,” the pilot said, misunderstanding the med tech’s reasoning. “Aberrants are still human. Just do the best you can for him. I’ve got to get us out of here before the Vazileks decide to put in another appearance.” He turned away and began to walk quickly back toward the flight deck.

“Don’t you get it,” Rast nearly yelled. “There is nothing I can do for him in only a few minutes, and we can’t take him back with us; you’ve got to know that! We need to put him back where we found him.”

Lindy stopped in his tracks, then turned slowly until his eyes met the med tech’s. The pupils within his patrician blue irises widened slightly and burned into the man from either side of his long narrow nose. “What did you say?” he asked softly, slowly.

“Willet, we can’t,” Rast said defensively, holding his palms out before him like a supplicant. “For the love of Stirga, he’s an aberrant. We’re not even supposed to speak to these people, let alone abduct one. It’s a violation of a thousand laws. We have to leave him.”

Lindy was mortified. He looked at Rast incredulously, his chin dropping and his mouth falling open. He had just seen forty some crew-mates burned to ash by people they had never even met. Some of the dead had been his close friends. And now, after all that, one of his own crew wanted to condemn yet another man to die, a man who could be saved, because of rules in a book, because of words written by legislators who were light years away from Talon and the wounded man that now lay on her deck.

All he could do was slowly shake his head in disbelief. Lindy had never been one to let what he considered to be petty guidelines override his judgment, and it invariably surprised and agitated him to be confronted by those slavishly devoted to regulations. But he wasn’t one to give in either. Pressuring Lindy generally had only the effect of exacerbating his innate stubbornness. He confronted the med tech with a rhetorical question. “Can you fly this bird, Rast?” he asked with feigned innocence.

The med tech rolled his eyes before meeting Lindy’s gaze. “You know she won’t recognize a command from me as long as you and Loble,” he jerked his head toward the p-spec whose stare bored into a nearby bulkhead and who obviously only wanted to stay out of the argument, “are on board and not incapacitated. But that is not the issue. This man is an Earther, an aberrant. He could be incredibly dangerous. We simply cannot take him back with us.” Rast spoke with an earnestness that only served to further inflame Lindy’s already seething ire.

He responded with an indignant grimace before speaking again. “Well he doesn’t look very dangerous at the moment.” Lindy paused, just for effect, and then went on. “Now let me tell you how we are going to proceed. Whatever else he is, this man is a human being. I will not under any circumstances leave him to die now that we have found him. We can either stay here with him until it is certain that he will survive without our aid, or we can take him with us. And I dare say that staying on this planet is most unappealing, particularly as Vigilant cannot wait for us and three Vazilek raiders are running amok in this system. That being the case, I suggest we close the frigging hatch and allow me to get us out the fuck out of here!” He had been crossing the deck as he spoke, his voice rising with every word, and as he reached the end of his harangue he stood just to the side of the hatch that still hung open over the water. As the last angry word escaped his lips he forcefully punched the hatch’s control panel as if to provide an exclamation point. The ladder folded into the hull and the hatch swung upward and dogged itself shut, forcing Rast to hastily pull his dangling legs inside and lean over onto to his left elbow.

Lindy stood over him glowering for a full five seconds before he continued. “Well,” he said with insincere jocularity, “I’m glad to see that there are no more objections. Now, if you please, get to work on our passenger and do your best to keep him alive until I can get us back aboard the ship.” With that he turned on his heel briskly enough that his long blonde and braided ponytail whipped over his shoulder and came to rest against his chest. He stalked away toward the flight deck until his anger forced him to turn and take one last dig at the med tech. “Oh, and Rast,” he said, forcing himself to use a tone of politeness that he certainly didn’t feel, “you needn’t fret. The log is in perfect working order. You can rest assured that your objections have been duly noted. The rescue of the aberrant will be my responsibility, and mine alone. Your career,” he put special emphasis on the word, “will be in no jeopardy.”

As he resumed his path toward the cockpit, he overheard Rast sullenly ask Loble for his help in wrestling the Earther into the autodoc. Lindy could hear their grunting exertions behind him until the crew quarters hatch slid shut behind him as he passed.





CHAPTER NINE:

Gauntlet of Fire

Red icons at last reappeared within the holographic plot; they had been missing for several minutes, ever since the sensors had been blinded by the ship’s swing around the far side of the system’s star. Valessanna quickly studied the positions and vectors of Vigilant’s Vazilek assailants. She wanted to know as rapidly as possible what, if anything, had changed since the last time she had seen their relative positions displayed. One Vazilek ship lay close by the aberrant world, accelerating away from it but still moving so slowly that its progress was barely perceptible. The other two were just completing the long, sweeping arc of the braking maneuver that would put them directly between the Vigilant and her objective.

“Vigilant,” she ordered, “add small craft icons to spatial plot.” A yellow diamond, apparently the barge, appeared and looked to be still at the extraction point on the dark side of the aberrant world. Valessanna rotated the image this way and that, zoomed it in and out, but was unable to locate the cutter anywhere in the vicinity.

“Colvan, I’m only showing Albatross on my plot. Where’s Lindy?”

There was a long pause before Busht answered, and when he did so, he spoke mournfully, anguish encrusting his lugubrious response. “That is Lindy. The transponder on Albatross has ceased transmission.”

Valessanna took a closer look at the tiny identification numbers that hung beneath the icon. Busht was correct; it was the Talon. She swung her chair to the right and looked the Exec in the eye. “What do you mean the transponder has ceased transmission?” she asked, knowing all the while that one of her worst fears had been realized and yet hoping against hope that somehow it wasn’t true.

Busht stared back at her with haunted eyes. “They’re gone, Val,” he said softly. “Blown to bits, according to Lindy. I just reestablished contact with him. He says Talon is searching for survivors now.”

Despite her dread of just such a happening, it still took a few moments for the report of so many deaths to register on Valessanna’s brain. When it did, she gazed at Busht in horror, her mind accepting his words, but her heart still unwilling to believe. At last she blinked several times and came back to herself. She rotated her command chair forward, saying nothing more to her second in command. There was nothing adequate to be said.

“Communications,” she ordered, “get me Lindy.”

Almost immediately the self-assured voice of the pilot echoed from her headset. “This is Talon.”

“Lindy”, she nearly shouted, “what in the name of the Rock is going on down there?”

“The Albatross has been destroyed. We have picked up one survivor, and we are awaiting rendezvous with Vigilant. Stand by to take us aboard. And Captain, please make your best speed. With three Vazilek ships in the system, I feel certain that we will both be under fire before Talon is recovered. I believe our only alternative is a sweep.”

Only Lindy would make such a foolish request, Valessanna thought. The onboard computer on Talon was not programmed to make docking maneuvers at the wildly differing velocities the two ships would be making if Vigilant blew by the planet at full acceleration. If left up to the cutter, its machine mind would simply abort the rendezvous, abandoning its crew to a fiery death at the hands of the Vazileks. Since Vigilant was going to be unable to slacken her speed with the raiders in hot pursuit, and as there was no time to totally reprogram the Talon to accept new docking parameters, the landing would have to be done entirely under manual control. Any sane pilot would have at least inquired if it were possible for Vigilant to back off her thrust a bit during the procedure, but not Lindy. Only he would demand all the speed the engines could deliver.

It had always been Valessanna’s personal opinion that Lindy’s self-confidence sometimes stepped well over the line into recklessness, and his current request seemed a testament to his overly audacious ego. But even as captain she had very little say in such matters. He answered to her only when aboard Vigilant; once off on his own ship he operated as her counterpart, not a subordinate. As long as nothing went awry, her pilots’ actions when in control of their own craft were subject to review only by the senior pilot aboard or fleet command back in the Union—and Lindy was the senior pilot on Vigilant. Furthermore, he had never come close to cracking up a ship and had never caused injury to himself or any crew-members serving under him. If he was capable enough to back up his daring with his actions, no one, besides herself apparently, cared what he did while sitting at the controls. As far as fleet was concerned, a pilot was not overly intrepid until he got himself or someone else killed or maimed. Any flying done that stopped short of precipitating such an event, no matter how seemingly rash the maneuvers involved were, was regarded simply as the result of pilot skill. There was no such thing as luck in the eyes of the high command.

In the current situation her opinions concerning Lindy’s flying mattered even less than they normally would have, as there was no choice but to push the envelope. The Vazileks would see to that. So whether he was the foolhardy flyboy of Valessanna’s nightmares or the peerless pilot he obviously believed himself to be, Lindy was going to have to make what was a near impossible rendezvous if he and his crew were to survive. And as much as Valessanna may have been loath to admit it, Lindy was the only man she had ever known who might actually be able to pull it off.

“Don’t worry,” she answered sarcastically, trying to match his nonchalance. “We’ll be going as fast as the engines will push us.”

“Roger that. See you soon. Talon out.”

Valessanna had no time for pique over Lindy’s brusqueness. Putting the pilot out of her mind, she spoke to her ship. “Vigilant, enable intraship address, please.” The PA system activated. “This is your captain speaking,” she said clearly and with as much spirit as she could muster. “Prepare for incoming fire. We are going to have to fly past three Vazilek raiders in order to retrieve our shipmates. Then we’re headed home. It’s going to be a rough ride, but we’ve a good ship and a good crew. So hang on, do your duty, and we’ll all make it through. Captain out.” She fervently hoped that her words had not betrayed the deep-seated doubt she felt about Vigilant’s short-term prospects or the demoralization that had begun to eat into her being since she had learned of the loss of the barge. A captain’s negative feelings could spread through a crew like plague if one was not careful to hide them.

“Defense,” she snapped, trying hard to put those thoughts behind her, “activate the shields. Maximum protection over the bow if you please.” She continued, not waiting for an acknowledgement. “Weapons, open the ports, raise the emitters, and charge the capacitors. We will engage on my command.”

“Understood, Captain,” came the perfunctory responses.

The tactical plot showed Vigilant accelerating, rapidly closing the distance between herself and the two Vazilek ships that blocked her path, while the cutter still lay hidden on the far side of the aberrant world. There was no noticeable reaction from the third raider. It was still moving away from the planet, garnering speed as it went. Either they were somehow unaware of the cutter’s presence or simply did not consider it a target of high enough priority to warrant their attention.

Abruptly, a tactical realization struck Valessanna squarely between the eyes. The cutter was bait. The Vazileks knew full well exactly where Talon was; they hadn’t destroyed her because they wanted to use the little ship to draw Vigilant under their guns. Without the presence of Talon, the Vazileks might have sniffed at Vigilant’s exhaust, maybe gotten close enough to bang a few plasma balls off her shields, but that would have been the extent of the encounter. With nothing to draw her back, the big cruiser would have simply disappeared beyond the light barrier and the three raiders would have in all probability never seen her again. But the cutter was an enticement Valessanna could not ignore. She had to go back—back where the Vazileks would get their chance to kill her ship and her crew. Well, screw you, you bastards, she thought. I’m coming to get my people; let’s see you stop me!

Tension permeated the bridge. Except for the susurrus of the environmental plant, there was complete silence. Even the small sounds of the crew manipulating their controls had ceased as Vigilant had total authority over the execution of orders now. The crew merely issued whispered commands to her from within their chairs. All eyes were glued to the center viewscreen, where the magnified images of the paired Vazilek ships hung against the backdrop of Sol Three, the planet growing rapidly larger beyond them.

The raiders were very unlike Vigilant. The Union ship was a trim, elegant, needle nosed craft; as black as the void of space she traversed. The wings she sported for stability in atmospheric flight were a wide and sweeping delta configuration, bisected in the stern by an enormous array of horizontally mounted drives. Her two lines of conventional engines were slung both above and below the deep drive propulsion, situated where they could thrust either forward or aft. With the proper combination of engines burning, Vigilant maneuvered in the vacuum as easily as when she had air beneath her wings. And to better handle the duties that required her to be airborne, a tall and sleek vertical stabilizer was mounted atop her stern, balancing the sweep of her wings.

The Vazilek ships, in contrast; were squat, utilitarian vessels; all of them colored a mottled gray reminiscent of weathered, galvanized steel. Thick, stubby protuberances extending horizontally from their sides were their only airfoils; otherwise, they were not much more than platforms for guns and engines. Antennae and sensor dishes of every description were mounted with seeming haphazardness about their drab hulls, silent testimonials to the persistence with which they hunted their victims.

As Vigilant powered closer and closer to them, the Vazileks simply drifted along suspended in space as if oblivious to the cruiser’s approach. For a moment, Valessanna felt a fleeting and utterly irrational hope that the louts had had their fill of killing for one day, and would let Vigilant pass without incident. That hope was immediately quashed in a flash of incoming fire. Vazilek plasma cannons belched their lethal rounds into the darkness, the impacts dissipating rapidly against the sturdy, unseen shields that Vigilant had erected between herself and her adversaries. Though accurate, the range was still too great for the salvos to tax the shield generators to any significant degree.

“Weapons,” Valessanna spat forcefully, “initiate random protocol; fire everything we can bring to bear. Concentrate on the nearest Vazilek. And be on guard against any missiles they might launch or mines they may have dropped.” The void was immediately filled with the blasts of particle beams leaving the emitters that peppered Vigilant’s hull.

Now it was simply a matter of endurance and luck. If the shields held, they could retrieve the cutter and escape. But inevitably, even when the shields were at 100 percent, damage would be sustained. Both sides had to open momentary gaps in their invisible armor, funnels leading directly to their guns, to give themselves apertures to fire through. It was part of the game for each weapon to be fired in a desultory fashion lest a pattern be descried and an opening targeted. Yet even with an utterly random firing order, some shots could still be expected to penetrate Vigilant’s protection. The hope was always that one would be more fortunate than one’s enemies, which was a lot to wish for at present. Vigilant would need a great deal of good fortune with the odds at three to one.

If there had been only one ship to contend with, Valessanna would never have trusted to chance. She would have raised the shields and run past it without firing a shot, ignoring what would have been a useless fusillade on the part of their tormentors. But Vigilant’s shielding would never survive the relentless pounding that three uncontested ships could inflict. To escape, the raiders’ firepower had to be suppressed to some degree, and the only way to do that was to return fire.

The Vazileks had already made the first mistake. Range was a crucial factor for their plasma weapons. Had they slowed to just the right velocity, they could have forced Vigilant to literally creep past them, hammering her at very nearly point blank ranges all the way back to the aberrant world and beyond. But now they were making too little way, apparently having underestimated the thrust that Vigilant was capable of, and she was already coming abreast of their position. In moments she would be leaving them astern, giving them a smaller target to aim for and more concentrated shields to penetrate. Sensors had reported to Valessanna that the Vazileks had ramped up to full power for the chase, but it was too late. With her antigravs pushing her away from the star and her conventional drive already at full power, Vigilant had the advantage. All they had to do now was retrieve Talon.

The shimmering globe that was the aberrant world grew larger by the minute on the main viewscreen. The captain of the third Vazilek ship, which was still trying to regain speed after its dip into Sol Three’s atmosphere, was obviously not in the mood to try any of the cute maneuvers his counterparts had attempted. He was coming at full acceleration on a direct intercept course. In moments Vigilant would be under fire from two directions. Valessanna ordered the shield power split between the bow and stern; then instructed the weapons stations to concentrate as much fire forward as possible. Her display showed Lindy’s cutter still behind the planet, but arcing away from it now with its engines at 100 percent power and on a course that would at length bring it parallel to Vigilant’s track.

Blasts from one of Vigilant’s batteries found their way through the shields of the charging raider. Its image now filled the right-hand viewscreen, so the bridge crew was treated to the spectacle of a large chunk of the raider’s forward hull exploding outward as the powerful beams lashing out from Vigilant’s emitters pierced their adversary’s hull and opened the ship to the vacuum of space.

The Vazilek wobbled; then fell off its intercept course. The damage did not stop the ship from firing however, and its course change brought it more abeam of Vigilant, forcing the Union cruiser’s defense stations to spread the shields more thinly than before as now the whole of her starboard side and her stern were open to attack.

Seconds later the ship paid the price. A shot from the stricken raider found a gap in Vigilant’s defenses. It sliced through the gun deck like a hot knife through warm butter; then continued through two storage decks. It finally dissipated, but not before burning a hole through the ceiling in a corridor that ran through a section of crews’ quarters.

Air tight doors, activated by Vigilant’s machine brain upon the first detection of pressure loss, slammed seamlessly shut on all four of the affected decks, sealing the hull breach but also the fate of those left on the wrong side. Some were thrown into space like rag dolls by the explosive decompression, their bodies ripped to shreds by the torn and melted wreckage between them and the void. Others, though still intact initially, exploded from within as the pressure in their bodies reacted to the vacuum. Valessanna knew the consequences of a direct hit as well as anyone but closed her mind to the thought of what had just happened to members of her crew. Her focus had to be on taking Talon aboard.

It was going to happen quickly. Vigilant streaked past the damaged raider, leaving it wallowing in her wake even as the weapons crews fired several parting shots in its direction. The aberrant world fell astern as well as the ship powered by on its way out of the system. The cutter lay just ahead, and the big police cruiser bore down on it like a hammer on a crystal vase. On the underside of Vigilant’s hull, the enormous bay door opened, but not in the manner customary for docking. Instead of the entire assemblage rising slightly and sliding rearward along the inside of the hull to provide an opening that a barge or cutter could slowly rise into, about 80 percent of it lowered into space on great hinges built into its stern half, forming a large scoop headed straight for the Talon.

This hatch configuration had been designed for the vapid orbital sweeps police vessels were routinely called upon to perform—missions meant to collect debris too small for the robotic arms of roving garbage scows to grasp and pull from the busy orbital lanes of the more populous Union planets. On such missions a ship’s forward deflectors were shaped into a gigantic concave bowl forward of the ship. The bowl gradually narrowed into a funnel just beneath the bow that herded all the tiny bits of gathered debris into a line that flowed beneath the ship’s belly. That line of detritus was swept from space and up into a collector placed in the docking bay. But the procedure was designed for very low speeds, and even with the bay door shielded it was never left completely unscathed by the flotsam and jetsam that inevitably built up in planetary orbits. There were always some few bits of trash orbiting in the opposite direction that had a combination of too much mass and relative speed for the shielding to deflect at an angle necessary to miss the bay door. Those pieces came into physical contact with the hatch, sometimes with enough force to cause damage significant enough to send teams of robots to the scene for repair work. And now instead of bits of space junk the door was going to collide with the mass of a 240 ton cutter.

Valessanna gulped as she checked her board. She had not expected the difference in speed between the two ships to be so great. At the current rate of closure the bay door would certainly be ripped from its hinges and the cutter atomized by the impact. No one, not even Lindy, could bring in a ship with this kind of speed disparity. But the rendezvous was happening now; there was no time for corrective action.

Suddenly the acceleration of the cutter increased markedly and Valessanna realized that Lindy was using his antigravs to push against the mass of the approaching cruiser. As the cutter slipped beneath the bow there was another surge of speed from Talon. Having tapped into Busht’s mission monitor, Valessanna could see that the cutter’s engines were now being pushed to levels well beyond their design limits. But they only needed to burn for a few more seconds.

At the last instant Lindy tipped the bow of the cutter down nearly forty degrees as he simultaneously lowered the drive nozzles, somehow keeping his thrust parallel to Vigilant’s vector through the entirety of the maneuver. The little ship impacted belly first, with enough force to push through its own shielding and that of Vigilant as well, its hull slamming into the bay door. The cutter caromed up and off and shot, backward, into the docking bay amid a shower of sparks generated by the collision. There was a monstrous crash that reverberated throughout the ship and then… silence.

“Well?” Valessanna demanded, looking to Busht, afraid to consult her own monitor.

He looked back at her out of the corner of his eye and smiled wryly. “The son of a bitch made it,” he said, his tone one of incredulity. “He had the power plants going full bore even after he was inside the bay, still adjusting the thrust manually as he went, and even so he crashed through the containment field and hit the stern bulkhead, but he got the damn thing in. Talon’s a wreck, the bay is scorched and the door won’t seal, but he landed the thing. The Dock Master says he damn near burned all the atmosphere out of the bay. No injuries to report though; all three crew members exited the ship under their own power. Damage Control has dispatched a squad of bots to repair the bay door, and despite the damage they say we are sound enough to engage the deep drive at your discretion.” He chuckled caustically, his lips still formed into a smirking, ironic grin as he slowly shook his head in skepticism. “I don’t believe that guy,” he finally added, more to himself than to Valessanna.

Astern of Vigilant, the two undamaged Vazilek ships were slowly falling farther behind, but still kept a steady stream of fire concentrated on the Union ship. The rate of their blasts had increased markedly as Vigilant, her captain now confident of escape, had ceased returning fire. What had been a confrontation now became a race. If Vigilant could attain the necessary velocity to activate her deep drive before the pursuing Vazileks could bring down her shields, she would escape beyond the light barrier, where the Vazilek ships could only blindly follow. It was a race Valessanna felt Vigilant was sure to win.

But just as it seemed that nothing could stop the cruiser’s escape, one shield took several simultaneous plasma hits. It absorbed the strikes, and dissipated the energy, but an enormous strain was imposed on the field generator responsible for powering the shield in question. It faltered for a moment; but came back on line. Its resurgent effort to keep the shield in place caused a massive power spike that put the unit well beyond its nominal safety specifications. The generator’s override automatically shut it down completely, waiting for it to wind down to a stop before commencing the restart sequence.

Vigilant sensed the loss instantly and reacted by widening the area each of the other generators was responsible for. That patched the hole in the ship’s defenses, but not quickly enough. In the fraction of a second that the ship had been vulnerable, another plasma strike made it through and impacted inside one of the topside conventional engines pushing the cruiser toward deep drive velocity. A tremendous explosion shook the ship. The engine blew outward, away from the heavily protected deep drive, but the force of the blast pushed down Vigilant’s stern, sending her off on a vector that brought nearly the whole of her dorsal spine under the guns of the Vazileks, forcing the ship to attenuate her shielding even further.

On the bridge there was chaos. Crew members were screaming. Valessanna checked the spatial plot and could see that Vigilant was not resuming her course. She screamed urgently into her com link. “Maneuvering!” There was no reply. “Maneuvering!” she yelled again and still received no answer. She ordered the command chair to free her, pushed the spatial display to one side, and sat up so she could see the helm. The crewman there, Joella Darcon, sat frozen at her station, also free of her cocoon. That meant that the helm was under manual control—Darcon’s control. And yet she sat there immobile, unseeing, and unresponsive. Only her restraining belts and the fact that the chair was securely bolted to the deck had kept her from being thrown about the bridge as the ship had been struck.

With the helm station still in good working order and its operator uninjured, there was no easy way to override the panel from the command chair, or anywhere else for that matter. Instead Valessanna screamed at Darcon directly. “Maneuvering! Joella! Joella, look at me! Look at me now!” The crewman’s vacant gaze slowly turned toward her captain. Her mouth gaped; her eyes were wide with fear. Valessanna stared straight into her terrified mien and pointed an extended index finger directly at the bridge of her nose. She half spoke and half shouted, deliberately enunciating each word, malice dripping from every syllable. “Turn the ship away from the Vazileks now.” Or I will come off this chair and rip you head off with my bare hands, she may as well have added. Darcon sat frozen for one more second, before gathering herself and turning to her station.

Valessanna pulled the holographic plot back to her side and saw Vigilant begin to turn away from the attacking vessels. But again the ship was too slow. Part of another salvo blasted through the weakened shielding, blazing into the top of the stern, and taking out another engine. Fire and chucks of metal again erupted away from the hull. The great vessel shuddered and pitched up for a second time, complicating Darcon’s task of trying to bring her back on course. Fortunately no further strikes blasted through the shields in the following seconds and Vigilant was able to turn her stern to the Vazileks and once again project adequate shielding to safeguard her from her pursuers.

Valessanna’s com link was screaming as she settled back into the command chair. “For the love of Rock, what are you doing to my ship, Val?!” It was the always unpleasant and now screeching voice of an angry Calese Arkhus, the chief engineer.

“Calese,” she answered testily, “right now I have two Vazilek raiders on our tail that are trying to kill us. So stay off this channel and ready the deep drive. We’ll argue about this later.”

“I think not,” Arkhus replied icily. “That last shot was another direct hit on one of my engines. The explosion damaged the ones on either side as well. We’re working on both of them now but I’m not sure when or even if we can bring them back on line, and it will take damn near forever to get to deep drive velocity with four engines out. Just how do you plan to deal with this?”

Valessanna was momentarily stunned. She had not realized that the damage was so severe. “Calese,” she finally replied, “we need all the acceleration we can get. Do your best. Get those engines back on line if there is any possible way to do so. Captain out.” Before Arkhus could reestablish the connection, Valessanna instructed the ship to allow no more transmissions from the engineer to reach her com. Anticipating Arkhus’ next move, she turned to Busht. “Calese will be in your ear any moment. Deal with her, please.” The first officer’s only reply was a grimace.

The spatial plot was already revealing the truth behind Arkhus’ concerns. Although Vigilant was still pulling away from her pursuers, the rate of separation was visibly slowing. It would only be seconds before the now superior acceleration of the Vazileks would allow them to start closing the gap between themselves and the police cruiser, and that with Vigilant making only a shade over half the speed of light. It was a very long way to point nine two, the minimum velocity at which Vigilant was rated for deep drive activation. Engaging the drive at a speed anything less than that would mean heavy structural damage, if not outright destruction.

Valessanna pulled up the engine performance displays. Despite her anger and insubordinate behavior, Arkhus was indeed doing her best to increase acceleration. All of the remaining operational engines were blasting away at one hundred and twenty per cent of their maximum output, but heat levels were getting dangerously high. The ship could not take much more and yet she was only now approaching point six.

Behind the stern, the shields were taking a monstrous beating. Even with all of shield power directed aft, the generators were still straining to provide protection. Valessanna ordered the focus of the shields to be narrowed even more until only the engines and the deep drive were screened, leaving the wings and tail unprotected.

It did not take the Vazileks long to recognize what she had done. They split their two ship formation, moving away from each other as quickly as they could without losing ground. In only a minute the cruiser’s defenses again had to be widened to cover attacks coming from two radically different angles. Again the shield generators started to edge closer to failure, and there was no power available for Vigilant to fight back. With the engines burning well over their maximum output, the shield generators straining, and the deep drive powering up for light speed, there was no power in any system for the weapons to draw from. Charging them now was simply out of the question.

As the two Vazileks ceased moving away from each other and came to parallel courses with Vigilant they again began to slowly close the range. Each kilometer they gained enabled their weapons to strike with more violence, and each hit on Vigilant’s shields was more difficult to dissipate. Finally the shields could no longer block the entirety of the bombardment and bits of the lethal energy began to find its way through. Several hits impacted with enough residual power to cut through the hull and into the gun deck. Explosive decompressions shook the cruiser from amidships to stern. Klaxons wailed. Crewmen shrieked in terror. Some deserted their stations and ran forward toward the bow, seeking a safe haven. Valessanna checked the ship’s velocity. It was only point seven-seven light speed.

On the bridge, discipline was rapidly crumbling. The crew knew only too well that certain death was snapping at their heels. A crewman at one of the now useless weapons consoles suddenly freed himself from his chair and stood, looked furtively about the bridge, and then bolted out into the nearest corridor. Valessanna’s first impulse to send someone after him, but she thought better of it and ordered Busht to find a replacement. At that moment another explosion, this one somewhere close to the bridge, shook the vessel. Vigilant was nearing destruction.

“Maneuvering,” Valessanna bellowed desperately. “Prepare to engage the deep drive.”

Darcon, who had still not reengaged her cocoon, swung her chair around to face Valessanna. She whimpered between bouts of trembling that ran the length of her body. “Not fast enough,” were the only words her lips were able to form.

“Joella!” Valessanna yelled at her in the same way that had successfully penetrated her stupor minutes before. “Man your station and prepare to engage the deep drive!”

Darcon suddenly stood up from her chair, her breath coming in ragged gasps and her fists clenched at her side. “What is wrong with you?” she yelled, apparently aiming her ire at the Vazileks. “We’ve done nothing to you. Why do you hate us so? This is insane! What is the matter with you?”

“Joella,” Valessanna addressed her sternly. “Man your station!”

Darcon still stood unmoving. Then she began to bang her fists on the front of her thighs while a piteous wail escaped her throat. Suddenly she too sprinted from the bridge and was gone. Another crewman ran out after her. The monitor at the abandoned maneuvering station showed the ship moving at point eight-four.

Valessanna left her own chair and jumped down to the deck. As she landed another plasma impact wracked the ship, throwing her off her feet and tossing her about the bridge as if she were a dinghy in a typhoon. Only the impact of her left shoulder against a bulkhead stopped her momentum. She crumpled to her knees, then collapsed. The gold fabric of her uniform had been ripped in several places down her left side; beneath it blood oozed from wounds into the tight weave of the garment and through the sundered strands where her torn garb bordered the lacerations.

Lying prostrate on the plating, agony pulsing down her arm and flank, it took several long seconds before she could find the strength to push herself to her feet. Screaming invective at the walls, the pain, the Vazileks, and the universe in general, she staggered to the maneuvering station. As she reached it the inertial dampeners began to fail, nearly causing her to be torn away from her objective. But she hugged the backrest of Darcon’s former seat to her breast and held fast, preventing the g-forces from flinging her away to stern. The effort sent new ripples of pain running through her battered body.

Every inch she gained was an excruciating exercise in agony, but nevertheless she pulled and clawed her way forward until her head was next to the console, her body parallel to the deck, and her feet planted firmly against the backrest of the station’s chair. She held herself above the controls with her damaged left arm; hooking it over the top of the console while using her free hand to activate the drives. It took a few seconds for the starters to energize.

“Navigation, give me a plot!” she shouted, but the crewman there only stared at the viewscreens as if catatonic, watching as the pursuing Vazileks spat blasts of hatred at Vigilant.

There was no more time; her ship was dying. Behind her, Busht, realizing her intent, shouted a warning. “Val! Strap in!” She paid no heed and punched up the deep drive, seeing as she did so that the ship’s velocity was point eight-nine.

Vigilant surged forward with such force that Valessanna was pulled backward over the chair she should have been strapped into and propelled, spine first, against the base of the command chair she had so recently abandoned. More pain ravaged her body as inhuman forces wiped her off the pedestal, around its side, and into the aft bulkhead. Likewise, every crewman aboard who was not strapped down tumbled about compartments or down companionways and corridors. The deep drive itself pushed forward with such force that the myriad and massive braces and supports that held it stressed and bent, some of them breaking under the strain. Deafening metallic shrieks issued from every corner and crevice of the big cruiser as she was thrown past the light barrier. Her weakened hull was torn open in a half dozen places by the force of the explosive acceleration. More airtight hatches slammed shut and more people died gruesome deaths, but Vigilant survived.

The ship hurtled into the sheltering gloom of faster than light travel, where no sensor could track her; no weapon could find her. She was, for the moment, free from the pounding of Vazilek cannons and was leaving the raiders far behind.





CHAPTER TEN:

Aftermath

Valessanna sat solemnly at the head of the long table that occupied the conference room adjacent to her quarters. She silently stared at nothing, mourning their losses; and brooding over their failure to accomplish the mission. The three other officers in attendance remained closemouthed as well. All of them had chosen chairs at staggered intervals, intuitively seeking to put space between themselves and their counterparts. No one wanted to be close enough to another for casual conversation. Too many of their crewmates were gone now, and any mention of their narrow escape would only have served to make everyone feel worse about those who hadn’t made it through. Melancholy clung to their psyches like the shrouds of the dead.

But there was more than bereavement moiling in Valessanna’s breast; guilt had also made its home there, swirling about her ribcage like a whirlpool, clawing at her essential being, pulling her down into blackness. She was the captain; she was responsible; she should have found a way to bring everyone home. The fact that she had been unable to do so weighed on her like a tombstone strapped to her back. Her heart literally ached. She had suffered no wounds to the chest, but nevertheless there was pain beneath her sternum, and her breath seemed to come in inhalations that were shorter than they should have been. It was woe that might never be salved. She was already sure that the memories of the Sol system encounter would hound her through the centuries like a pack of hungry wolves. She would never outrun them. But how long would it take for the pain to fade?

And it wasn’t just her heart, everything ached. She was sore to the core of her physicality. She had been carried by litter from the bridge to her quarters, where a med tech had repaired her cracked vertebrae and dislocated shoulder. The man had also tended to her cuts, bruises, and abrasions, but she had refused the painkillers offered her. She had no right to avoid the pain. It made no difference anyway. Even a massive dose of Distreban wouldn’t have given her any respite, not that the mood altering drugs were allowed on police ships during deployments. No pharmaceutical could have quelled the hurt inside her from having failed her crew so miserably. How could she look any of them in the eye ever again? She had not the moral authority to command now.

At present, she did not even have the appearance of a captain about her. Her long chestnut tresses, normally worn pulled back and tightly woven into a bun at the back of her neck, had loosened and unruly strands fell about her temples and cheeks. Her form fitting uniform was soiled by both grime and blood, and the rips in it, split wider by the med tech while he administered his treatments, allowed the cold air of the compartment to flow in next to her skin. As a result she shivered from time to time. The cold was yet another reminder of the clash and the damage they had suffered. Vigilant’s climate control systems had been fairly well scorched to near inoperability during their escape, and would not soon be repaired as they were far down on the list of damage control priorities.

Busht sat closest to her; three seats down and to her left. He too wore the gold uniform of a command officer, but his was still pristine. He had never left the confines of the OOD’s chair during their escape. His hands were clasped in front of him and lay motionless on the tabletop. He stared vacantly down at them. Brown as they were, they stood out in stark relief against the polished mahogany. For the first time, Valessanna noticed how lean and bony the Exec’s wrists and fingers had become, like those of a man who had waited too long to exchange his form for a new and younger body. She had not known him for a terribly long time, but it had been long enough to know that he should be nowhere near needing a replacement. The one he was in could scarcely be more than sixty years old. She made a mental note to speak to the doctor about his health.

The chief navigator, Pender Abblehoff, sat at the far end of the table. He was the youngest primary navigator on any ship in the extensive fleet the force maintained, and was considered to be something of a prodigy. He was also considered to be something of a bacchanalian wild child.

Leant far back in his chair, he propped his legs, now crossed at the ankles, atop the table and seemed to be studying the ceiling. He was out of uniform as he had been off duty when the Vazileks had made their appearance and; by the look of his matching, dark blue satin tunic and drawstring trousers; had almost certainly been in the act of seducing his latest conquest at the time. Normally Valessanna would have frowned upon constant debauchery by any member of the command crew, but Pender was so young—less than thirty-five years of age—that sex still had that quality of newness to him that most members of the crew had lost touch with long ago. The navigator seemed more like a wide-eyed moppet confined to a candy store than a predator in a ship teeming with potential game. And as Valessanna could still vaguely remember what it felt like to be that age and feel those feelings, she generally overlooked his satyric escapades, as did most everyone else. She reasoned that as long as it did not affect shipboard discipline, it was none of her business.

That was not to say that the scuttlebutt aboard did not abound with negative gossip concerning his trysts. The reputation as a philanderer that he had so doggedly worked for and so deservedly attained was well known by every female member of the crew, and yet there was never a shortage of willing, even enthusiastic, women ready to offer themselves up as his next prize. Nevertheless, as was the case in any small, tightly knit community, after the deed was done and Abblehoff was off chasing new experiences, each scorned lover had to save face and reputation with stories of how they had been used or misled, so the rumor mill was endlessly supplied with new grist to grind. It was a source of continual amazement to Valessanna how many of the self-proclaimed “victims” among the crew were so easily tricked into assignations with the man, some for a second or third time. Yet none of them ever seemed to be genuinely put out with Abblehoff after the dust had finally settled. The navigator, with his combination of looks, charm, and good nature, was one of those rare individuals whom it was impossible for anyone, even those he discarded, to look on with antipathy for any more than the shortest of time periods.

The third officer in attendance, who also claimed the status as third in command, was Calese Arkhus. Seated at the middle of the table to Valessanna’s right, the black uniform of the engineering staff suited her demeanor inimitably. Normally dour, at present she looked positively dyspeptic. She sat ramrod straight, her thick arms folded tightly over her ample but muscular abdomen, staring past Busht who was seated almost directly across from her. She seemed to be glaring at the bulkhead on the far side of the compartment as if angry with it for existing. Her lips were pressed tightly into thin lines across her wide face, while her strong chin jutted peevishly. At the rear of her jaw, Valessanna could see the muscles rhythmically expanding and contracting as she clenched her teeth. Her closely cropped hair; which seemed to stand out from her scalp at right angles; did nothing to soften the image she projected. Valessanna sighed. The prospect of having to deal with Arkhus only served to lower her already bleak mind-set.

The door at the far end of the compartment slid open, grating slightly along its track as it did so and causing Arkhus to noticeably grimace. The ship’s doctor, Merco Beccassit, stepped through the threshold and into the room. The door ground shut behind him, and Arkhus reacted again, scowling in Valessanna’s general direction before rolling her eyes and looking away. The doctor slid into the chair to Abblehoff’s right and leaned forward, elbows on the table, his gray-bearded chin on his fists, saying nothing. It was most unlike him to offer greetings to no one.

Presently Valessanna broke the silence. “Nice of you to join us, doctor,” she said, reproach lurking just beneath the pleasantry.

Beccassit just shrugged. “My apologies, Mrs. Nelsik,” he replied earnestly. “There was a problem in sick bay.”

As a doctor and a scientist assigned to the force on a strictly temporary basis, Beccassit did not consider himself to be a police officer despite his special commission; therefore, he had an annoying habit of addressing all the members of the crew as if they were civilians. Valessanna had tried to break him of it, unsuccessfully, until it became apparent that his lack of etiquette was not merely a matter of misunderstanding protocol, but rather a stubborn insistence, rooted in his core values, of resisting all forms of authority. She still found it annoying, but as he was more competent than any doctor currently serving in the fleet and was only aboard for this one voyage, she had learned to let it pass without comment. Of more concern was the doctor’s reference to a “problem” in sick bay. The garrulous Beccassit was not given to brief responses, and Valessanna suspected that his lack of expansiveness meant that the problem was of sufficient proportions that he was reluctant to open the meeting with an explanation. A good idea, she thought, considering all the other difficulties now besetting the ship.

“All right people,” she said loudly, doing her best to project an air of authority, “let’s get started. First on the agenda, where are we and where are we going. Pender?”

Abblehoff dropped his feet from the table and sat up straight before replying. “The short answer is that we are presently in uncharted space,” he began. “And we are headed deeper into uncharted space. I can say with certainty that we’ll not fly into a star any time soon, but other than that, it’s impossible to know.” Space, for all its emptiness, got remarkably crowded at velocities many times that of light. Small debris could be shunted aside by the far reaching forward deflectors, but a collision with a wayward rock of any appreciable size could easily put an end to Vigilant. Unmapped areas of space were not to be traveled lightly, and it was clear that Abblehoff was not pleased that the ship was well out of any established shipping lanes.

“Without doubt we tread a dangerous path, but there are still the Vazileks to consider,” Valessanna countered, slightly defensive in tone. “They are sure to be in pursuit, leapfrogging behind us. How long before we are far enough ahead of them to change course without danger of being detected?”

Abblehoff shrugged, but was prepared for the question. “It is impossible to say definitively, not knowing their top speed, acceleration, or their sensor range and efficiency. But I have calculated, or rather estimated, that if their ships have relatively the same capabilities as Vigilant, and their crews are equally proficient to our own, that we would need to hold this course for approximately eight hours from the time we enabled the deep drive. That estimate is based on two Vazilek ships in pursuit; if the third, the one we hit, was not damaged enough to keep it from joining the others, then we would of course have to wait even longer. And there is always the possibility that they are faster than we are, or their sensors are longer ranged, so even more time may be necessary. I doubt that is the case, based on what little we know of Vazilek technology, but it is impossible to be certain. I apologize for the imprecision of my report, but having no known values for many of the variables involved; it’s the best I can give you.”

Eight hours, Valessanna thought dejectedly, and that merely a conservative estimate. She had expected to have to hold this course for some time, but eight hours or perhaps longer? It was hard to accept. The odds were that they could travel for weeks through uncharted areas and not incur any damage. But that also meant, although the “odds” were very much against it, there was a small chance the ship could be reduced to pulverized bits of speeding wreckage at any moment.

“Why so long Pender?” she asked.

“Well, we are damaged and hardly making our best speed. Two of their ships are not, and as I stated, the third may not have been terribly harmed. We did not, after all, hit their engines. If their acceleration rates are comparable to our own, even though they have to brake and go sublight every so often to scan, they may still be making much better speed than we are for a considerable amount of the time that they are over one point zero. But this is all conjecture. Simply assuming that they are not faster than we are when undamaged could be a disastrous mistake.” Abblehoff shrugged again. “For all I know they could be fast enough to pass us in eight hours. But my recommendation is still, based solely on an educated guess, that we stay on our present vector for eight hours, hope we don’t hit anything, and then make a course change as quickly as we can and get back over the barrier before any of the nasties show up. I think that is the best we can do at this point.” He leaned back his chair, signaling that his report was finished.

“So after we make the change, can you get us somewhere to make repairs?” Valessanna asked. It was not a foolish question. Because of her background in the Cartographic Corps, she was better versed in navigation than any officer aboard, with the exception of Abblehoff and the other navigators, and she was fully aware that this far out on the Union fringe there were very few corridors of charted space available to choose from. Without making a detailed check, she had no idea when or even if they would come close to one.

“Not directly,” Abblehoff replied with surety, confirming Valessanna’s fears. “We could set another course through uncharted space that would take us to somewhere we would want to be, but I would advise against it. It would be better to make two corrections. The first to get us back to the nearest corridor of mapped space, and then another to take us near a system were repairs can be made. It would still be a bit dicey, but better than the alternative.”

“Good enough,” Valessanna said. “That is what we will do.” She paused for a moment, hesitating to address the chief engineer, but then plunged ahead. “Calese, how badly are we damaged?”

For the first time since she had entered the compartment, Arkhus looked directly at Valessanna, still scowling, and spoke in a tone that expressed unmitigated disdain. “I can’t think of a word which would adequately describe how bad the damage is. This ship may have to be scrapped when we get home, that is if she holds together long enough to get us there. She will at the very least need a total refit. In the meantime, we can do very little to repair the worst damage while we are under way. But merely bringing the ship to a halt is not enough. We cannot jury rig damage this extensive using only ships stores, particularly since a substantial portion of those stores have been damaged or destroyed. We must put the ship in orbit somewhere while we make emergency repairs, and we must do it as soon as possible. This ship is in no condition to be deep driving across half the galaxy in an effort to find charted space or evade phantom pursuers. It is my professional opinion that it would be extraordinarily dangerous to go sub-light and then re-engage the deep drive, particularly if this is to be done on multiple occasions. The ship might literally disintegrate under the stress. Some repairs must be made first. We’ll need a planet, large asteroid, or some other like body that has a gravitational range within the performance specs of the robotic corps and that also has all the raw materials we will require. This cannot wait.

“I also regret being so non-specific, but there are simply too many repairs that need to be made to categorize them all in detail. It is going to take us days if not weeks merely to work up a formal damage report. But the crux of the situation is that we must make some repairs immediately, and we must stop somewhere to make them.”

Arkhus continued to glare at Valessanna as if challenging her to a duel and an uneasy silence again fell over the compartment. Busht and Abblehoff fidgeted uncomfortably. Both of them clearly would have preferred to be somewhere else at this moment. Beccassit stroked his beard and observed expectantly as if the bickering was nothing more than an experiment in psychology. Valessanna leaned forward, crossing her arms neatly on the table before her, and returned Arkhus’ icy stare with one of her own.

“Calese”, she said carefully, “we cannot simply stop somewhere and trust to luck. We have had enough dealings with the Vazileks to know that they will not allow a wounded ship to slip from their grasp without pursuit. They are almost certainly following behind us. They are back there, checking every centimeter of space along our path, hoping that we will go sub-light or pause for repairs, just as you have suggested. If we do, they will detect us, and they will destroy us. Thus our options are extremely limited. You will have to hold the ship together until we put some distance between ourselves and the Vazileks, enough distance to enable us to change our course without detection. We are going to have to use the deep drive, and we are going to have to use it more than once. If we are to survive, this must be done. I understand that you are upset, but you are not alone. The fate of this ship and the lives of all her crew depend on you and your staff. Can Vigilant rely on you?”

It was hardly fair, Valessanna thought, invoking the name of the ship. Arkhus might have been able to gainsay her captain or heedlessly risk everyone’s life to make repairs, but the one thing she would not do was forsake her responsibilities to her beloved ship. The engineer had been left with only one possible answer.

She continued to glare at Valessanna for a moment before finally bowing to the inevitable. “Of course Vigilant can rely on me,” she said, putting special emphasis on the word me in a clear indication that in her opinion the same could not be said of the captain. “My people will hold her together. I don’t know how, but we’ll do it.” She paused to raise a forefinger and shake it at Valessanna before continuing. “But I must have at least twenty-four hours, perhaps more, before we attempt this course change. Some repairs must be made or the ship will not survive reengaging the deep drive. Not only must we make structural repairs, we will have to shut down each reactor in turn and make what repairs as we are able to the drive before even braking maneuvers can commence. If we attempt to go sub-light before these repairs are made, you will have no drive at all as I will shut it down entirely and keep it off-line until it can, in my estimation as chief engineer, be used without blowing us all to space dust.” With that she averted her gaze, again staring past Busht as if he did not exist.

“All right,” Valessanna said slowly, “twenty-four hours it is, but no longer.” She quickly resigned herself to the new time frame, inwardly heaved a sigh of relief that the confrontation with Arkhus was over, and turned her attention to Beccassit. “Do you have a casualty report, doctor?” she asked.

“Yes I do,” he replied, leafing through the print-outs he had placed on the table before him. “The crew fared rather well, considering. There’s a great deal of work to do, but nothing we can’t handle, nothing life threatening, just lots of burns, cuts, lacerations, contusions, broken bones, internal injuries, things of that nature. We should have most everyone back up to speed in fairly short order, and the rest in at most a couple of weeks.

“Then there are the missing. When I left sick bay, there were seventy-eight people unaccounted for, not including those lost on the barge. They are all almost certainly deceased, barring some miraculous discovery. There are, as I’m sure you’re aware, only a few whose remains are left for us to care for.”

The spirits of everyone in the room plummeted a bit further as Beccassit announced the news they had all already been contemplating. It was too much for Arkhus. “Wonderful,” she said sarcastically, still staring at the opposite bulkhead. “To save four members of the crew, we lost seventyeight, and very nearly the whole ship. That’s competent leadership.”

Valessanna had no answer to the accusation, but the barb opened an emotional wound that oozed fury into her breast—fury at Arkhus, fury at the Vazileks, and fury at herself. But before the anger could swell to a level that would have spilled over her inner containment and turned the meeting into a cursing catfight between herself and the chief engineer, the doctor spoke up softly.

“It was, uh, actually three,” he said, his voice barely audible at the far end of the table.

“Excuse me?” Valessanna asked loudly, vehemently.

“I said we saved three crew members, not four,” Beccassit said in a slightly louder voice.

“There were three on the cutter,” Valessanna stated as her anger ebbed away in the face of morbid curiosity. “What happened to the survivor from the barge?”

“The survivor… wasn’t actually from the barge.” The doctor looked down at the table, clearly not wanting to meet his captain’s gaze.

“Lindy captured a Vazilek?” Valessanna asked incredulously. The Vazileks were well known to universally prefer suicide to arrest. None had ever been taken alive. It seemed impossible that the cutter crew had somehow collared one of them.

“Well no, the survivor is, um,” Beccassit paused and looked directly at Valessanna before continuing, “one of the indigenous population of Sol Three.” The doctor’s whisker-bordered lips curled into an ever so slight and ironic smile, while he shrugged with both his eyebrows.

Valessanna was dumbstruck. Her mouth fell open and she stared down the table at Beccassit. “Willet Lindy has brought an aberrant on board my ship?” she asked deliberately, addressing the question more to herself than any of the officers in attendance. Momentarily she slammed a fist down on the tabletop and stood, glaring at the doctor. “On whose authority?” she thundered.

“His own, I would imagine,” Beccassit said meekly.

“I take it this was the problem that made you late for the meeting?”

The doctor fiddled with his whiskered chin while nodding in agreement, gazing over his spectacles rather than through them.

“All right, meeting adjourned,” Valessanna ordered. “Colvan, get Lindy up here. Calese, get back to work. Pender, go make your calculations and then get some rest. I’ll need you in top form later. Doctor, you stay here. And not a word of this leaves this room, understood?”

“I’m afraid it may be a little late for that,” Beccassit said in the mildest of tones. “Everyone in the docking bay knows, and all the staff in sick bay. Plus the cutter crew. I’m afraid news of the most recent addition to our complement has spread through the entirety of our crew by now.”

“You’re telling me I’m the last to know?” Valessanna’s posture drooped, her eyes widening with disbelief. “Well, what’s done is done,” she said resignedly. “Out you two,” she continued, motioning to Arkhus and Abblehoff. Both of them readily obliged, hurrying out of the compartment. Even a personality as curmudgeonly as Arkhus’ was clearly reluctant to further goad the captain now that her blood was up. Busht, up from his chair, stood facing into a corner, mumbling into his com link, while Beccassit still sat placidly at the conference table, seemingly unconcerned by the whole affair.

Valessanna was pacing again, four steps one way and four steps back, across the narrow width of the compartment, speaking loudly to both the doctor and herself. “I don’t believe it. I didn’t think that it was possible for us to bungle this mission any more than we already have, but I was wrong. The one overriding, absolute, and unshakeable order we were given was that no person outside the mission crew was to break the statutes against contact with the aberrants, and Willet Lindy not only has done that, he has brought one back with him. He has brought an aberrant aboard my ship. What am I to do with him? I can’t take him back.” She stopped her marching pace for a moment and turned to the doctor. “I’m assuming it’s a he, is it?” Beccassit nodded assent, and Valessanna resumed her rant and her tread. “I can’t even hide him since the whole crew already knows he’s here. How could this happen? Before two minutes ago I would not have believed that even Lindy could show such arrogant disregard for regulations.”

“Mrs. Nelkris,” the Doctor interjected gently and sincerely, “this episode occurred under unforeseen and very difficult circumstances. The aberrant was near death.”

Valessanna turned to face Beccassit, placing her palms flat on the table and leaning forward toward him on rigid arms. “I don’t care,” she hissed deliberately through clenched teeth. “Those people kill each other every day. The man he brought aboard may be a mass murderer for all you know. I trust that at the very least you have him restrained?”

“Mrs. Nelsik,” the Doctor continued in his patronizing tone, “try not to overreact. The man is much too badly injured to be any threat whatsoever. He is not even conscious; he is not going to hurt anyone.”

“But he is going to wake up, doctor,” Valessanna said as if explaining the obvious to a small child. “For the love of the Rock, the man is an aberrant. Just having him on the ship, conscious or not, is a criminal act. We’ll all spend a hundred years in a rehabilitation clinic for this.”

Her tirade was interrupted by the grinding sound of the damaged hatch opening. She looked toward it to see Willet Lindy standing in the corridor beyond. He stepped confidently into the room and stood at the far end of the table, his legs slightly spread, his hands clasped behind his back. His azure uniform was heavily soiled with blood and gore. His long hair, now loosed, fell carelessly from his scalp, framing his narrow face between blonde locks. His intense blue eyes held Valessanna steadily in their gaze.

“Are you injured?” she asked, her voice matter of fact and betraying no real concern.

“No,” he answered simply.

“He assisted in the rescue of the aberrant and later in sick bay,” Beccassit put in, addressing the unspoken question of the soiled uniform.

“Commendable,” Valessanna said, her eyes still locked with the pilot’s. There was a long pause that continued until she looked away and started her pacing anew. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of what you have done in bringing an aberrant aboard this ship, Willet. You have committed a horrendous crime. You have violated one of the strictest sanctions of our society. You have…”

“Captain,” Lindy said, interrupting. “I did not simply travel to the aberrant world of my own accord and kidnap an unsuspecting barbarian. I was ordered there on a mission. In the course of executing that mission, I came across a dying man, a fellow human being. I rendered aid, saving a life in the only way available to me. If the Union Police wish to charge me for this offense, they may do so at their discretion. That is, if they wish to explain in a public forum exactly why they chose to violate the laws against contact, and if they further wish to explain in a public forum why a human being should have been left to die of injuries that were inflicted upon him as a direct result of our presence on a world we are forbidden to visit. We both know that credible explanations for these events will be difficult if not impossible to construct and will inevitably demand accountability from people in high places, something that those same people will do everything in their power to forestall. I would also remind you that my wife is daughter to a High Councilor. In the light of these facts, is it still your opinion that I do not comprehend my situation?”

His oration stopped Valessanna’s pacing in mid-stride. The sheer impertinence of his interpretation was irritating beyond belief, but his analysis was above reproach. He would never be charged or even reprimanded for his actions. The realization left Valessanna speechless.

When he saw she had nothing more to say, Lindy spoke again. “May I go now?” he asked. “I must change my uniform.”

“Yes,” she said, flustered. “Yes, you may go.”

The pilot turned on his heel and exited the compartment. Valessanna took her seat at the head of the table and dropped her face into her hands. “You may go as well, doctor,” she said, her voice muffled. “I will be down to visit your sick bay as soon as I am able.” Beccassit rose and left the room without a word, while Busht remained standing to one side, apparently unwilling to speak but also too concerned for his captain to simply leave.

For the first time Valessanna realized that it was she who would be held accountable not only for the presence of the aberrant, but for everything that had gone so horribly wrong. The mission unaccomplished, the loss of so many lives, the near destruction of her ship; all the responsibility would be laid at her feet, and her feet alone. She would be the sacrificial lamb. And Calese Arkhus would be there to lend a helpful hand to the investigation. There would be no trial of course, for as Lindy had so kindly reminded her, none of what had happened in the Sol system would ever become a part of the public record. But her career in the Union Police Force was almost certainly over.

She pushed the thoughts aside, feeling guilty again. She had no right to worry about what might or might not happen to her with so many of her crew dead. She raised her head to address Busht. “Colvan, why don’t you get back to the bridge? Assemble the most proficient bridge crew that is healthy enough to man their stations and pull them off duty for the next twenty-four hours. We’ll need our best people rested for the course change. I’ll be down there later, after I visit sick bay. I need to get cleaned up and perhaps get a little sleep, if I can sleep, so it could be a while. You take the conn until I get there, and then you can get some rest yourself.”

“Yes, I’ll attend to what needs to be done,” the exec agreed, but still he made no move to leave. Instead he pulled out one of the chairs next to the captain and took a seat. “Valessanna, may I speak candidly?” he asked.

Valessanna massaged the back of her aching neck with one hand while slowly turning her head from right to left, trying in vain to stretch the soreness from the muscles there. “Why not?” she responded. “Everyone else does.”

“On the bridge,” Busht began, “when Joella broke down, I was so afraid. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t speak. All I could do was stare at the viewscreens. I think I was just waiting to die. And then when it was over I was incredibly ashamed. I’m still ashamed. Val, I don’t know if I can do this. The Vazileks are so different from any criminals I have ever had to deal with. There has always been danger, but there has also always been the knowledge that we, the police, were feared by those we sought to apprehend. But I don’t think the Vazileks fear us at all. They seem to relish every opportunity to confront us. They don’t even fear death. And they’re strong Val, as strong as we are, maybe even stronger. I don’t know what we can do against them. And they always seem to know everything. How is it possible that they show up at the aberrant world on exactly the same day as we are to retrieve the acquisition team? It’s like they knew exactly what we were doing. I’m telling you Val, they scare me; they scare me out of my wits.”

Valessanna stopped the manipulations to her neck and instead reached out to Busht and took his hand. She squeezed it tightly. “Colvan,” she said softly, almost whispering. “You’re not alone. Everyone, including me, was terrified down on the bridge. And no one knows what to do about the Vazileks. I think we’re all a little bit frightened by them. No one has ever had to take down a criminal enterprise like the one they’ve constructed. That’s why we were ordered to the aberrant world, to give our leaders the tools to try and figure out what to do. And we will figure it out. Until we find a way to get through to them, to communicate with them, to somehow convince them to behave in a rational manner, we will do whatever it takes to keep them at bay. We’ll expand the force; we’ll build more ships; we’ll be ready for them no matter where or when their ships appear. Then the time will come when they will tire of their attempts to wreak havoc. They will either be forced to talk with us or they will simply disappear back into void. In the end, we will prevail, one way or the other.”

Busht sighed, then wearily spoke. “I appreciate the attempt to raise my morale, but if you don’t mind me saying so, it’s really not your forte. You know as well as I do that the funding is simply not there to build a fleet large enough to protect everyone all the time. There isn’t enough money in all the Union to do that. We’ve got to come up with something better than that.”

Valessanna leaned forward, using her free hand to brush Busht’s hair back from his forehead. “You’ve had a bad day, just like everyone else. As soon as you get the crew assignments straightened out, go get some sleep. Don’t wait on me. Just give the conn to whoever is senior on the bridge, and I’ll take over as soon as I can. I’ll send a med tech up from sick bay to look in on you. You’ll feel better once you’re rested.”

The Exec nodded, pushed back his chair and stood, as if to leave, but still hesitated. “Val,” he said stiffly, “do not let Calese’s accusations weigh on your conscience. The crew does not share her feelings. They understand that we had to go back for the cutter. The story of how you left your station, were thrown about the bridge, and then personally punched up the deep drive with no regard for your own safety is already making the rounds. If I have heard it, then I am sure nearly all of the crew has as well. Everyone I have spoken to feels as I do. They feel that you personally saved the ship, and their lives. They’re grateful Val, not angry or vindictive.”

There was a long pause as Valessanna digested his words. At length she nodded in appreciation, and turned her eyes to his. “Thank you, Colvan,” she murmured. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that just now.” Busht nodded as well, turned, and exited the compartment while, for the first time since the engagement, Valessanna’s sinking spirits were buoyed just a fraction.





CHAPTER ELEVEN:

A Wolf in the Fold

Sick bay was still a bustling hive of activity when Valessanna, now clean and wearing a fresh uniform, strode crisply through the entry. But what met her eyes upon stepping into the clinic stopped her in her tracks. Nurses dressed in white hurried about, loading the various treatment stations with whatever was needed before tallying additional requests and quickly withdrawing for more supplies. Exhausted med techs sat at every auto-doc, intently supervising the machines’ diagnosis and treatment of each patient’s injuries. The wounded lay everywhere, seemingly every inch of open space was taken up by the gurneys upon which they had been placed.

Outside in the corridors, she had passed a long line of people with minor injuries waiting for care, but all of them had been fit enough to make their way down to sick bay on their own. Many of them had leaned a shoulder to a bulkhead or taken a seat, cross-legged, on the floor; but at least their eyes had been wakeful and alert. Some had even greeted her warmly or nodded appreciatively as she had passed. But inside were the more grievously hurt, some of them obviously drugged and many more of them unconscious, all of them waiting for space in an auto-doc to become available. Crimson stains of blood, seemingly everywhere, screamed silently at her eyes. Seeing the human cost of her failures spread before her was far different than listening to the doctor’s dry recounting of the injuries in a staff meeting.

The macabre sight was something she had never before witnessed or even dreamed of. Sick bay was ordinarily a tranquil retreat of antiseptic purity, a calm expanse of white and chromium where little of real import occurred. The noisy chaos and grisly trauma that now filled the space brought tears to her eyes and concern to her face. All of this, she felt, was the product of her poor decision making. The burden for it rested on her shoulders.

She spied Beccassit across the room. Clenching her teeth, she forced her legs into motion and made her way through the wounded—pausing here to utter a few words of encouragement, and there to grasp a shoulder reassuringly—until she was at the doctor’s side. She waited as he wound up an answer to a med tech’s query before speaking. “All right, doctor, where is he?” she asked, trying to be hard edged despite the scene convulsing around her.

“Where is who?” Beccassit replied absently, as if he had no idea why the captain would be visiting his sick bay. In response, she glared at him without speaking, her arms folded tightly beneath her breasts, her expression the embodiment of impatience. After seeing all the wounded she was in no mood for games.

Beccassit maintained his innocent pose for only a second more before relenting. “I take it you mean the aberrant,” he said, sighing.

“Yes, I mean the aberrant,” Valessanna said testily. “You do recall the barbarian that Lindy brought aboard, do you not?”

The doctor nodded slowly, as if he were suddenly fatigued, before speaking. “This way, Mrs. Nelsik,” he finally said, in a tone and cadence that unmistakably implied that her presence in sick bay was an impediment to the efficiency of his department and an irritant to him personally. He turned and walked toward the rear of the clinic with Valessanna following closely behind, her lips curled petulantly with more than the usual annoyance at the doctor’s use of her surname.

Beccassit was a strange one, she thought, even by the standards of academia. Of all the people on board, he was the one in the best position to maintain his physical well being, yet he walked around in a body that looked to have been abused for seventy years. He had allowed himself to go bald until the summit of his crown was completely bare, while the hair that ringed the sides and back of his head had turned to pure white, as had the whiskers of his beard. To say that he was corpulent was somewhat of an understatement, as his girth was plain to see when he was in uniform. The form fitting whites of the medical staff did nothing to hide the expanse of his distended waistline, instead revealing it in all its bountiful splendor. The man even preferred to wear spectacles rather than having his vision corrected. No one knew how he managed to have the archaic corrective lenses manufactured to the specifications his eyes required, but obviously he had found a way as there never seemed to be a problem with his eyesight when he donned them. It was as if he wore his body like a statement of protest, a rejection of societal norms which he found in some way opprobrious. Some amongst the crew believed that he even went so far as to let his replacement bodies age before he availed himself of them so that his decrepit look could be maintained on a continual basis. Valessanna was doubtful of the veracity of that particular rumor, but with Beccassit one never really knew for sure.

She followed in his wake until finally he turned from a dead-end corridor into a small overnight room. There was no bed in the compartment; a cylindrical gel tank standing in the middle of the floor was the only furnishing besides a small desk and chair by the entry. Inside the tank, a naked body hung suspended in green ooze. The thick healing gel and the tubes connected to the mask that covered the patient’s mouth and nose made it difficult to discern much about his facial features; but one thing was clear, he was a monster. Even with his body encased by the gel tank it was easy to see he was a good third of a meter taller than she was, if not more.

“My word,” Valessanna said softly. “Just how big is he?”

“Oh, no need to whisper, Mrs. Nelsik,” Beccassit began in his normal, voluble tone. “Even if he were conscious he couldn’t hear anything in there. The gel is very dense, you know, and there is the tank itself to consider. But to answer your question, he is very large, just a shade under two meters in height. This gel tank,” he said as he affectionately patted the curving glass of its exterior, “is two and a quarter meters tall and, as you can see, he very nearly fills the entire cylinder. And despite the withered condition of his legs, he still weighs in at slightly over a hundred kilograms. He’s a literal giant by our standards. Easily dwarfs the largest among us. If either of us were to stand beside him the top of our heads would barely reach his sternum. Amazing that a human being could grow to such dimensions given the environmental degradation of his habitat. But I rather suspect we are dealing with recessive genes in his case. Most of the aberrants, although still large due most probably to natural selection, are much closer to our own proportions. He has blue eyes you know, natural blue eyes. Another recessive trait. We haven’t seen naturally occurring blue irises in our population in thousands of years. The man would be worth a fortune in our society for his genes alone. Do you have any idea how much blue eyes cost these days?”

Valessanna scowled without speaking. The query only served to remind her of Lindy, with his powerful in-laws and his money and his annoying self-confidence.

But the doctor hadn’t seemed to actually expect an answer. He went on excitedly without skipping a beat. “And his skin tone, you should see it. It was hard to tell as so much of it was seared away, but his pigmentation is many shades paler than the lightest of us. He is truly an incredible specimen.

“You know I have studied the Earthers off and on for many years now; that is why I was chosen to accompany you and your fine crew on this mission. A fascinating people, but it’s obscenely hard to obtain any data concerning them. There are so many restrictions. Damned unconventional if you ask me, particularly as they are a one-of-a-kind civilization, at least as far as we know. Well, besides the Vazileks of course, if you want to include nomadic peoples. Or I am not supposed to know about their lack of a home world?” He paused to look at Valessanna as if challenging her, but if he was attempting to goad her into a caustic response he was unsuccessful. She merely continued to study the aberrant and waited for him to go on, which he did a moment later, with gusto.

“Did you know that as fair as this man’s skin is, there are others on the same world who are very nearly ebon in pigmentation? That’s right, and the same disparities apply to height, as we touched on earlier, and weight, all within the same planetary population. The mutational differentiation that has transmuted their society from a single culture into so many has never…”

As he spoke Beccassit turned his attention away from the aberrant and back to Valessanna. She glared at him with apathetic impatience, vexed at his interminable ramblings, and he stopped in mid sentence. His demeanor dropped from effervescent to crestfallen in an instant. “Well, I’m sure you’re aware of all that,” he said in a much more subdued tone. “You were trained for this mission as thoroughly as anyone left alive on this ship.”

Valessanna moved closer to the gel tank and peered into it. “Have you had the time to establish,” she asked, “exactly how grievously he is injured?”

“Of course,” the doctor replied, immediately effusive once more. “Here we are looking at what can only be described as a total overhaul. The burns that cover most of his body are the least of his problems; the tank will take care of that easily enough. But he’ll also need a whole new set of internal organs. What he has currently are full of toxins and carcinogens, and are operating well below optimum levels, so we’ll have to start from scratch there. I’ve already obtained DNA samples and started the cloning process. Or course we’ll have to pressure-grow them to the proper age as he is in no condition to wait nearly two decades. It won’t be quite as effective as a natural growth pattern, but that can hardly be avoided at this stage.

“But the most difficult problem is his neurological condition. I mentioned his withered legs before. Come round the back of the tank here and have a look.” He motioned to Valessanna to follow him, then pulled a pointer out of his pocket and tapped on the glass.

“See here, at the small of the back? That is scar tissue, so much of it that it is clearly visible even through the gel and the burn damage to his epidermis. Beneath that tissue, his spine has been incredibly traumatized. This man is very nearly completely paralyzed below the waist; has been for years. I can fix it, but it will take some doing, and some time. And even after I restore functionality, he will still be looking at a significant rehabilitation period; rebuilding his musculature and relearning how to ambulate will be no easy task. And all this is just a short synopsis of the major work to be done. There are plenty of little things that will need my attention. Quite frankly, his body is in horrendous condition. A new one should be started for him as soon as possible. He should be admitted to a cloning facility on the very day we make port.”

“What do you suppose could have caused such an injury?” Valessanna asked, ignoring the doctor’s last remark while studying the aberrant’s back intently.

“You mean the spinal injury,” Beccassit said, clarifying.

“Yes.”

“That would be hard to say definitively. Not a fall, nor even a blow for that matter; there’s entirely too much damage to suspect either of those two possibilities. Judging by the severity of the wound, I would have to say that this is an injury caused by some sort of a high velocity impact. A piece of dense material must have been propelled at him at great speed, piercing the body. It could have been the result of an explosion, an industrial accident, or something of that nature. Or he could have been attacked, some sort of criminal incident; you know how rampant that sort of thing is on his world. Maybe he tried to run away, unsuccessfully, from his assailant.” Beccassit hesitated for a moment before continuing. “But there is a more probable and more sinister scenario that may also explain the wound. One that I don’t think you will care for.”

“And why is that?”

“In the conference room you expressed some misgivings that the man might be some sort of murderer, and, well; I’m afraid you may be right. In fact, you are almost certainly right. Come, look at this.” Beccassit made his way over to the desk and pulled open a drawer. In it lay some burnt and water damaged items of fabric and leather. But what caught Valessanna’s eye was a large, angular, bluish gray metallic object placed off to the side and surrounded by smaller, cylindrical objects with conical tips. “These are all personal effects that we found on the aberrant,” the Doctor said. He picked up the intriguing metal thing and offered it to Valessanna.

Taken aback by its weight, she nearly let it fall to the deck before recovering her grip. It was cold, and imparted a feeling of cruelty to her fingers. “It’s heavy for its size,” she whispered. “What is it?”

“It is a weapon,” the doctor answered. “I had no idea when I first saw it, but the aberrant was carrying it, and it looked unusual. After what you said in the meeting, I had Vigilant analyze it as soon as I returned here. It is a projectile weapon, and it is quite deadly. The projectiles,” he said as he pointed to the little cylinders that still lay in the drawer, “are held in the back of the weapon and then forced out the open end of the it here,” he tapped on the elongated, tubular end of the oddity with his pointer, “at high velocity by an exploding, or more accurately, very quickly burning, propellant. The tube is manufactured to spin the projectile as it leaves the weapon, making it stable as it flies through the air toward its target. And it gets worse. The markings on this weapon indicate that it is of a type formerly issued to those employed in one of the organized killing units maintained by the government that controls the area where he was found. An ordinary citizen of their society would in all likelihood not be carrying this. This man almost certainly is; or more probably was, considering his injuries; a member of one of those units.”

“So exactly how did this thing manage to get all the way down to sick bay without being detected?” Valessanna asked, concerned.

“Well as you can see,” Beccassit continued as if lecturing a student, “it doesn’t look very dangerous in and of itself and it radiates no energy signature. Simply put it is so primitive that Vigilant did not recognize it as a threat.”

“But I thought you said…”

“I know, I know,” the Doctor said, interrupting. “The ship did not initially recognize the artifact as a weapon for me either. As with everything else about the aberrant world, the research files we downloaded prior to departure are restricted; they are partitioned away from the rest of the system files. So the programs dedicated to weapons detection do not have access to the files concerning the barbarians. It wasn’t until I got into the partitioned files that the ship was able to tell me exactly what the object was. And I must say it was insanely difficult for me to gain the access I needed. A damned nuisance, if you ask me.”

“Well, you were not supposed to gain access to those files at all, doctor,” Valessanna chided. “That is why they are restricted, to keep the curious away from them.”

“Ah yes,” the doctor retorted derisively. “If the government doesn’t keep its little secrets the entire fabric of our civilization will come crashing down around us. What bunk! And besides, the only members of the crew to have legitimate access to the restricted files were the acquisition team, and they are no longer with us. With all due respect to the force’s ridiculous need to keep everything concerning the aberrants classified, there simply has to be someone among us with the wherewithal to find out what is going on with regard to our guest. I merely took it upon myself to be that person.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Valessanna said. “But if you don’t mind, let’s not let the whole crew in on the secret, all right? I don’t want every spacer on board perusing files they have no business even knowing about.” As captain, Valessanna already had access to all the restricted files, but that too was classified, so she let the matter drop. If it became a problem she, and only she, could increase the security measures surrounding the files, or delete them entirely.

She turned her attention back to the weapon, gingerly returning it to Beccassit. “So these are the projectiles here?” she asked, as she fished one from the bottom of the drawer.

“Only the small rounded part,” answered the Doctor. “The back section houses the propellant. I took the liberty of removing them from the weapon as a safety precaution.”

“It hardly seems efficient,” Valessanna mused as she dropped the cylinder back into the drawer.

“On the contrary, despite its crudity, it is surprisingly powerful and effective. Vigilant estimates its effective range at well over two hundred meters, although hitting a target at that distance would appear to be problematic. Apparently discharging the projectile produces a significant recoil effect. It seems it was designed more for use in close quarters than at extreme ranges. But if one were able to hold the weapon steady…” Beccassit’s voice trailed off.

“Over two hundred meters,” Valessanna echoed, impressed.

“Oh yes,” Beccassit murmured. “And if you were to be hit by it…”

“What?” she demanded.

“Well,” the doctor continued in a voice that was softer than his normal tone, “the analysis indicates that a direct hit from this weapon could very nearly tear off an appendage the size of your arm.”

“Really?” Valessanna unconsciously backed away a step from the doctor and the weapon.

“Absolutely. It might even sever it completely, if the projectile impacted at exactly the right spot. You can imagine the effect it would have on your chest cavity, or your cranium.” The doctor paused to replace the weapon inside the drawer and push it shut. “Remember, the aberrants have been improving their killing technology, in an unending effort to slay each other with maximum efficiency, since shortly after the Cataclysm. They know exactly what they are doing. Our giant here,” he said, turning back to the tank, “in possession of that weapon, would be a formidable and lethal opponent, at least the equal of one of our most well-trained and well-armed guards.”

Valessanna stood staring into the tank as if facing an apparition. She was still somewhat in disbelief that she actually had an aberrant confined to her sick bay. What kind of man would he be? Could he be controlled at all or trusted in any way? Certainly the legislature did not think so, or all the laws that forbade Akadeans from making contact with the savages would never have been put on the books. And she did not think so either, she abruptly decided. The idea of the killer armed with his weapon and running amok on her ship was chilling, to say the least.

And yet there were other considerations that Valessanna was forced to review in regard to the man. Now that she knew something of his background, it was possible that his unexpected arrival aboard could be as much a benison as it was a bane. Many of her crew had died trying to obtain the data that the Union needed, and many more, as she had so recently been horrified to see out in the clinic area, had been wounded. Suddenly it was conceivable that their sacrifices may not have been totally in vain, as another potential source of information had now propitiously reared its head. If this man had indeed been a member of one of the aberrant death legions, he might be a treasure trove of just the kind of information that Vigilant had been sent to collect. If he could be confined and yet still reasoned with, it was quite plausible that he could relate to them everything they had been tasked with discovering.

Another, more personal consideration, was that if the man was cooperative, having him in her possession could quite conceivably save her from being drummed out of the police force, and perhaps even rescue her commission and her rank. And a successful conclusion to their mission might alleviate some of the guilt she felt as well. The possibilities were too tantalizing for her to ignore.

But there was a problem. Only the members of the acquisition team had been outfitted to speak what was probably the only language the aberrant understood. There was at present not a crewmember aboard who could communicate with him, and only Beccassit could change that.

“Doctor,” she said, “our giant will need to be able to speak with us once he is conscious. Implant a language chip before you bring him around, if you don’t mind.”

“Mrs. Nelsik?! You know I can’t do that.” The Doctor acted as if his honor had been impugned. “The man is severely wounded and in a coma, not to mention the fact that when he is brought back to consciousness he will find our civilization to be completely different from anything he has ever experienced. Even if I had a language at the ready with which to program an implant, which I don’t, he won’t be ready to give his consent for that kind of thing for many months, if not years. And we don’t even know for an absolute certainty what language he speaks. No. No, I can’t do that at all.”

“What happened to all that bombast about what a ‘damned nuisance’ regulations are?”

“This is not about regulations.” Beccassit looked even more offended than before. “This is about ethics!”

“Oh please,” Valessanna said, irritated that the doctor, among others of her crew, seemed not to understand when she was issuing a direct order. “This is not a Union citizen, this is an aberrant barbarian. I will take the responsibility, and besides, this is not a request. This man could be very important to our mission, and as such I have an overriding interest in being able to communicate with him as soon as possible. I feel certain you will be able to find a wide selection of aberrant languages in the restricted files you had so little trouble hacking into. Assume he speaks the language that is prevalent in the area where he was found. Even if you don’t get it right, he will still be able to understand us better than with no translator chip at all. Then when we figure out what the proper language is we’ll change the damn thing out. Your medical ethics are laudable, doctor, but out of place in the current situation. So if you don’t mind, please do as I say.”

Beccassit shrugged and sighed. “As you wish, Mrs. Nelsik,” he said. Then, arching an eyebrow, he continued. “I will of course need you to take the responsibility in writing before I proceed.”

“Yes, of course you will,” Valessanna snapped. “I will make certain you have the necessary paperwork. You just make sure that I can talk to him once he’s awake. And have that weapon sent to my quarters, along with the projectiles. I want that thing locked up.

“And one more thing; I don’t want the crew parading in and out of here. There may be nothing we can do about their awareness of the aberrant’s presence, but they are not to come into contact with him. I’m not sure I believe all that rot about ‘psychological contagion,’ but we won’t take any chances. Only you, essential medical staff, myself, and perhaps Mr. Busht are to be allowed anywhere near this man. Understood?”

She glowered at Beccassit as menacingly as she was able until he nodded, then turned and walked toward the door. She was out in the corridor before she remembered her promise to Busht. “And doctor,” she called back loudly, “send someone to check on the exec. He doesn’t look well to me. Make sure he’s all right.”

“I’ll see to him personally, Mrs. Nelsik,” Beccassit replied from inside the overnight room, sounding browbeaten, and again suddenly tired.

Too bad, Valessanna thought. She had a ship to run and a mission to accomplish. If that bothered the doctor, or anyone else on board, they would just have to get over it.





CHAPTER TWELVE:

Eluding the Pursuit

After making her way onto the bridge through a hatch in the stern-ward bulkhead, Valessanna quietly seated herself in the captain’s chair. It was nearly time to gamble with the lives of her crew and the safety of her ship once more, to go sub-light for the course change that would hopefully, in the end, lead to sanctuary. She took a moment to scan the compartment, appraising the deportment of the command crew. All of her best people, save one, sat at their consoles, and in appearance at least, seemed competent and professional. The maneuvering station was unmanned as Darcon, who was senior steersman aboard, was conspicuously absent. Beccassit had pronounced her unfit for duty, insisting she would need weeks, if not longer, in counseling. Busht stood behind the empty chair at her station, prepared to take her place. He was casting his own experienced eye over the bridge when Valessanna spoke. “I have the conn, Mr. Busht,” she said.

“First officer relinquishes the conn, Captain,” Busht answered. “Vigilant stands ready for action. Deceleration protocols are in effect. The chief engineer has cleared the ship for sub-light operation and the subsequent reengagement of the deep drive.” He then moved closer the captain’s chair and spoke in a near whisper meant for her ears only. “Calese does however request, in her own sublimely delicate way, that we be gentle with her baby.”

“I am sure she did. Thank you, Colvan,” Valessanna replied. Her expression of gratitude was heartfelt, not obligatory. Busht had, on his own initiative, interposed himself between the captain and Arkhus, acting as Valessanna’s liaison with engineering for the last sixteen or so hours, giving her a much-needed break from the belligerence of the sullen engineer. He nodded his head in recognition of her thanks before stepping to the maneuvering station to take a seat.

Valessanna raised her voice to address the bridge crew as a whole. “All right, people. All set?”

Murmurs of assent rippled through the compartment. “Good enough,” she said. “Commence braking.”

“Braking commenced,” echoed Busht. Valessanna felt a momentary pull of forward G-force that almost toppled her from her perch, but fortunately the dampeners kicked in before she was dumped to the floor. Obviously the repairs due them were far from complete. She pushed herself back into the seat and strapped in. For a split second she considered activating the action cocoon, but then thought better of it, noting that the rest of the crew were merely belted in at their stations.

Slowing to sub-light would take a while, almost sixty minutes as Busht was decelerating at a very leisurely rate, following Arkhus’s directive to avoid applying any undue stress to the damaged vessel. If the Vazileks were indeed behind them, they would almost certainly begin to close on Vigilant now. Valessanna tried not to think about that possibility, as nothing could change it. Instead she concentrated on monitoring the ship’s steadily decreasing velocity.

She fidgeted restlessly as the minutes passed. The core of her being was relentlessly urging her legs to motion, and only the knowledge that it might instill dread in the crew after what had occurred the last time she paced the bridge kept her from hopping down to the deck to begin her repetitious promenade across the width of the rear of the compartment. The force prided itself on the rationality of its members, but like anyone who spent their life sailing the void, Valessanna knew every spacer was deep down superstitious. There would be no pacing today.

At last Busht made the announcement that everyone had been waiting for. “One minute to sub-light,” he said loudly. “Look alive, everyone.”

Valessanna turned her attention to the viewscreens. Two showed nothing but darkness while the other, the one focused forward, showed a pinpoint of bright light in its center which faded into progressively darker, bluish coronas nearer its edges. That would soon change. As the ship slipped below one point zero, the screens would be brilliantly illuminated by the varying intensities of light from a billion visible stars. It happened as she watched, all three viewscreens simultaneously exploding with light. “Sensors?” she barked, having neither the time nor the inclination to admire the view.

“All clear, Captain,” a crewman responded. “No one’s out here but us.”

“Excellent. Stay alert up there. Navigation?”

“Working, Captain,” Abblehoff replied. He bent over his station for several seconds, studying his readouts, before he spoke again. “I have a position fix.” There was another short pause. “I have a vector. It is a significant correction, but it is the closest way to charted space available. I suggest we move to course forty-seven point four by two-twenty-seven point eight.”

“As you wish,” Valessanna intoned.

“Maneuvering, do you have the coordinates?” Abblehoff asked.

“Affirmative,” answered Busht. “Inputting. Request permission for burn.”

“Keep the mains off line, Colvan,” Valessanna warned. “Permission granted for maneuvering thrusters only. Commence burn at your discretion.” Igniting the main engines would have been much quicker, but it would have left a trail that would be hard for the Vazileks to miss. There was no sense in providing them a signpost showing which way Vigilant had gone. The thrusters could put them on the proper course just as easily, and without leaving readily discernible evidence behind.

“Commencing burn now,” Busht announced.

Valessanna’s heart pounded as the seconds ticked by. This was the most dangerous segment of the turn, that part of the arc where they were traveling very close to their old course. If one of the Vazilek ships was lucky enough to go sub-light at the proper spot along their old trajectory, Vigilant would be directly under their guns as their sensors came on line, and Valessanna would have bet everything she owned that the Vazileks kept their weapons powered and ready at all times during a pursuit. If the unthinkable happened, Vigilant would be very lucky to escape a second time.

Forward, the stars moved down and to the right across the viewscreens at an excruciatingly slow pace. A minute passed, then two, and no Vazilek ship appeared. A third minute elapsed, and Valessanna began to relax slightly. They were now headed away from their previous course by more than twenty degrees and at nearly the speed of light. If the Vazileks showed themselves now, even at the closet point along their old vector, they would be hard pressed to inflict any significant damage to Vigilant before she could disappear back above the threshold of light speed. The worst they could do would be to shadow her again.

The bridge, normally quiet, now made a sepulcher at midnight seem lively. The crew seemed to be holding their collective breath. Only occasional chirps from the instruments could be heard and, fearing that each was the harbinger of the sudden appearance of a Vazilek ship, they jangled Valessanna’s nerves for an instant each time their sound waves impacted her ear drums. She checked the virtual console hanging before her. Over six minutes had passed; the course change was more than half way to being complete.

She alternated her gaze from her own monitor to the viewscreens to the crewman seated at the sensor station. She waited for him to flinch, startled by one of their pursuers going sub-light and coalescing into a ship on his threat board. But the man never budged. He sat like a stone before his monitor, intently studying the readouts.

Nine minutes had now gone by since they had dropped to sub-light speed. The turn was nearly complete. Valessanna caught herself anxiously clicking her molars together with rapidity, making a tapping sound in her head. She forced herself to relax the muscles of her jaw, before the anxiety she was exhibiting became detectable by the crew.

Eleven minutes passed and still no Vazilek ship appeared. There were only a few degrees left to turn. Valessanna’s knee bounced above an overactive foot. Finally Busht’s voice broke the silence. “Commencing stabilization burn,” he said. The movement of the stars across the viewscreens slowed; then halted. “Course change complete. New course forty-seven point four by two twenty-seven point eight. Navigation, do you concur?”

“Analyzing vector,” Abblehoff answered. “Request thruster control,” he added a few moments later.

“Thruster control transferred to navigation station,” Busht intoned dispassionately.

“I have thruster control,” Abblehoff announced. “Final alignment commencing now.” There was a pause as the last tiny adjustments to the ship’s course were made. Then Abblehoff spoke again. “Ship alignment well within parameters, passing thruster control back to maneuvering.”

“Maneuvering accepts thruster control,” Busht acknowledged. “Ship is secure. Velocity point nine nine four. Request permission to accelerate to point nine nine eight.”

“Permission denied, engage the deep drive,” Valessanna ordered curtly. She had not gone this far without using the mains only to leave a trail at the last moment.

Busht cast a glance over his shoulder at her, raising an eyebrow as if to inquire what Arkhus would say about engaging at this velocity.

Valessanna nodded slightly in acknowledgement and, seeing that all other eyes were forward, mouthed two unspoken words to Busht: “Fuck Calese!” He smiled slightly, turned back to his console, and punched up the drive. With a buck and a bone rattling jerk, Vigilant again disappeared beyond the light barrier.
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Less than ten minutes later a Vazilek ship went sub-light near the spot where Vigilant had begun her course change. Its sensors sprang to life, probing a vast spherical area around it and finding nothing save one of its own that lay almost directly astern, nearly at the limit of its sensor range, and on an identical course.

A third ship appeared, this one directly ahead, again at the fringe of where the first ship’s sensors could penetrate, and again on exactly the same heading. Even as the forward ship activated its sensors the hindmost ship winked out, accelerating to a position ahead of the other two where it would slow to search again. Seconds later the first ship, now the last in line, did the same. The Vazileks would continue this maneuver for days, piercing down the corridor of Vigilant’s last known vector, determined to track down their wounded quarry. It would be nearly a week before they accepted the fact that the Akadeans had escaped.

[image: image]
 

Within seventy-two hours Vigilant entered orbit around a small planetoid in a binary system. Her contingent of robot laborers was dispatched to the surface, where they immediately began working ceaselessly in the nearly non-existent and oxygen-free atmosphere to locate, mine, and refine the raw materials that would be necessary for the ship’s repair. Fabrication of the myriad parts, supports, fasteners, circuits, servos and even the replacement robots that would be required to set the ship to rights was to begin in a few short weeks. Vigilant was months from leaving for home, but the big ship was no longer in imminent danger.

Aside from the few people who, clad in environmental suits, shuttled back and forth to the surface to oversee the machines, the crew remained on board with nothing but time on their hands. Even a large majority of the engineering staff would have little work to occupy them until the finished parts and supplies began to arrive. A sense of ennui set in immediately and everyone began looking for stimulating pastimes to keep them busy until the ship was back under way.

This was normal, but the pace of the crew’s search for relief seem hurried to Valessanna, almost certainly an aftereffect of their brush with death in the aberrant system. They would amuse themselves with sports, games, artistic pursuits, and ultimately sex—lots and lots of sex. Having experienced many long layovers in her career, Valessanna frowned on much of the libertine intimacy that would inevitably come to fruition in the near future. It was like being in charge of hundreds of Abblehoffs, but there was nothing she could do about it. She had not the power to ban fraternization. Arguments, spats, and jealousy among the crew always created problems for a commander on long, deep space missions, but having an idle crew cooped up in orbit for months was a recipe for chaos. It would not be long before security would have to be stepped up, hearings would need to be held, and fines would have to be levied.

It reminded Valessanna of her days in the Cartographic Corps. It never seemed to matter how careful they were, when the corps had ten ships leap frogging each other through uncharted space, eventually one would suffer some sort of mishap or need to stop for repairs. Usually it was not serious, but nevertheless the whole expedition would be held up until that one ship could be made spaceworthy. From there it never failed, tensions within each crew would build until finally emotions boiled over somewhere. There was nothing to do but deal with each outbreak as it occurred.

But there was another unwelcome chore that she needed to attend to before worrying too much about the crew’s status. Headquarters had to be informed of their situation. As soon as the ship was in orbit and the necessary orders given to set the repair process in motion, she retreated to her quarters and locked herself in.

“Vigilant,” she ordered, “activate voice messaging, commander’s presence only.”

“Voice messaging active, Captain, commander’s presence only,” the ship dutifully repeated back to her.

“Connect my personal console with a drone, please. Level three security, for my eyes only.”

“Drone interface active, direct access enabled. All systems access prohibitions in place. The drone is ready for programming.”

“Thank you, Vigilant,” she said. She stepped over to her desk and took a seat before her virtual console. “Highest encryption level to my console please, for decryption at UPH only. Label the message urgent and address it to the police high commissioner. Record at my command.”

“Encryption level five enabled at commander’s console, message tabbed as urgent for Commissioner Uthele Burkeer,” the ship confirmed. With that Valessanna began to speak, and as she did so her words appeared before her, hanging in the air of the virtual monitor.



From: UPV Vigilant, Valessanna Levontan Nelkris, commanding

To: Union Police High Commissioner Uthele Burkeer

Greetings Commissioner Burkeer,

Vigilant has encountered serious difficulties on our present deployment. We have been attacked by three Vazilek raiders while on duty in the Sol system and are badly damaged. The mission crew is lost, as are seventy-eight other crew members. I strongly suspect the Vazileks in some manner gained foreknowledge of our intentions or at least our destination. I suggest discretion in all further communications. We are making repairs at a secure location and will not be under way for at least eighty to one hundred days. Once spaceworthy, we will proceed to the shipyards at Sefforia for more extensive repairs, possibly a refit.

In addition, Pilot Willet Lindy extracted a gravely injured aberrant from the planet during his search for survivors among the mission crew. While said aberrant is still aboard, he is quarantined, unconscious, and under the care of Dr. Merco Beccassit, a specialist in these matters. I understand that this will be seen as a highly irregular occurrence, but I feel it must be said that the initial contact with the aberrant came under the most desperate of circumstances. Pilot Lindy believed that the man would not survive without immediate treatment in our facilities, and thus felt a moral obligation to take what he considered to be the only humane, albeit illegal, option available to him at the time. I shall submit further details and explanations upon my return.

Faithfully,

Captain Valessanna Nelkris





Valessanna reread the message several times. At length she decided it was sufficiently vague to give headquarters a good idea of why their return would be delayed without disclosing the ship’s position or putting her career in any greater jeopardy than it had been put in already. Although there was little doubt that so laconic a message concerning such momentous events would ignite a firestorm of concern and irritation in the high commissioner’s office, she still thought it preferable to dispatching a lengthy missive. If she was to be forced to defend her actions, she would much rather be able to do it in person, and after lengthy preparation. She was sure to have plenty of time over the next few months to make whatever provisions she was capable of for the defense of what seemed to be her indefensible position. At last she ordered the drone’s recorders enabled, looked gravely into her monitor, and read the message aloud. She replayed it, erased it, and rerecorded it three times before she was satisfied. At last she uttered the order to encrypt her visage and words and store an inex-pungible copy in the guts of the drone.

“Vigilant,” she commanded, “program a random course for this drone, taking it back to police headquarters, with six course changes, and display it at my console.” Almost immediately a holographic star chart with an extreme zigzag course laid out through it appeared above her desk. “Please program the drone to wipe its memory of its point of origin immediately after release and its previous heading after each course change, and then launch it.”

“Programming complete; the drone is away,” the ship affirmed. Valessanna sat back and sighed; she was glad to have the task behind her. But only a few minutes later she had a sudden urge to summon the drone to return, to reconstruct the message, to include more information, and to change her demeanor while recording it. But it was to no avail; the message drone had already enabled its own tiny deep drive and was well beyond any recall.





PART TWO:
THE
PRISONER





CHAPTER THIRTEEN:

Awakening

He lay flat on his back, still respiring in that soft and measured pattern that was the mark of a rested and serene sleeper. His eyes were tightly closed; the lids felt as if they had been cemented shut while he slept. The sweet, syrupy fatigue that saturated O’Keefe’s brain was so deep and so inviting that he could not bring himself to take the step of forcing his eyes open, despite the tangerine confirmation of daylight glowing on the back of their lids. At the edge of his consciousness, there hovered a dull sensation of having slept for a very long time, perhaps even into the late afternoon. And he was thirsty, incredibly thirsty. The tiny breathes he took scraped down his throat, the parched condition of the tissues there unmatched by any hangover he could recall.

Behind the craving for fluids lay the vague impression of a dream interrupted, but despite his attempts to summon recollections from the recesses of his mind he could not now remember what it was he had been dreaming. At last the realization that something very much out of the ordinary had occurred slowly crept into his brain. He tried to remember. What had happened last night? Abruptly, recall inundated his consciousness like a flood. My God, he thought, the lake, the explosion, the fire. Where was he?

His eyes snapped open, then shut with a wince just as quickly. Too bright. There was light, brilliant light, everywhere about him. Good Lord, he thought. This is it; it’s the bright light coming at me. I’ve died. He tried to move his arms but could not feel them. He searched for sensation and found none below the neck. He had obviously left his body and was on his way… where?

But he was thirsty. A person wouldn’t have a parched throat on the way to the Pearly Gates, would he? It simply wasn’t a heavenly sensation, at least not by O’Keefe’s standards.

Oh my God, no, he thought, an alternative possibility springing to mind. Panic flashed across his brain. Doing his best to remain calm, he attempted to reason logically. He was simply not that uncomfortable. As far as he could tell, there were no vultures tearing strips of flesh from his liver, no flames searing away blackened skin. Desperately needing a drink of water was hardly the most rapturous feeling in the world, but it was a far cry from the tortures he would have expected from a hellish afterlife.

He began to squint, very slowly allowing more and more light to seep into his pupils until at last he could look around almost normally. He was in a bed, in a room. A white room. An exceedingly white room. A hospital room. It had that look of cleanliness and sterility that marked it as that; it could be nothing else. O’Keefe had been in a lot of hospital rooms. It was not an unfamiliar setting. But this one was strange nonetheless. There was nothing around him save the bed—no chairs, no window, no curtains or blinds, and no medical paraphernalia of any kind. He could clearly see the ceiling above him, but it was hard to tell how far away it was or where it met the wall. It seemed to be the source of the light that filled the room, yet there was no visible fixture or recess where bulbs might be hidden.

Even the bed was an oddity. It was unlike any hospital bed he had ever lain in. There were no restraining bars running down its sides, no incline or recline controls, and no call buttons anywhere that he could see. Besides the white linens and blanket that covered him there was only an austere hood that rose from the head of the bed and curved upward out over his forehead. It had the shimmering brilliance of highly polished porcelain with a long, curving rectangle of glowing iridescence implanted across its interior.

As he studied the apparatus, it suddenly occurred to him that he could focus on it, yet it was only inches from his eyes. It should have been nothing but a blur without his glasses. He raised his head, putting his chin to his chest, and looked down at the blanket where it was folded back, just below his armpits, and found he could easily see the individual fibers running through the fabric. Not only had his vision improved, it seemed to be more acute now than O’Keefe could remember it ever being.

As he lay pondering his eldritch awakening, an attractive young woman wearing a white, clinging jumpsuit entered the room through a pocket door that had previously been only an outline on the wall. She was petite, O’Keefe guessing her to be at least a foot shorter than his six foot five. She had long, brown tresses gathered behind her neck and flowing down to the small of her back. O’Keefe was certain she was a nurse, but she looked more like a college girl spending her summer employed at some beach resort. Her tan was deep enough to put any California surfer to shame.

She inadvertently glanced at his eyes and started slightly when she saw that they were open. A small, girlish yelp of shock and surprise escaped from between her lips. Her own eyes widened to saucer size as both her hands flashed to her face, covering her mouth. But in an instant she regained her composure, dropped her hands into intertwined fingers at her waist and poured forth a short stream of lilting, almost poetic syllables that were absolute gibberish. The language sounded vaguely Asiatic but was sprinkled with something akin to French undertones. And somehow O’Keefe understood every word.

“I’m so sorry,” she had said. “I was not expecting you to be awake; it startled me. May I get you anything?” She looked into O’Keefe’s face and smiled warmly, revealing teeth that were perfectly aligned and nearly as white as the hood at the head of his bed. He could not help but grin broadly back at her.

“Water,” he croaked.

She looked at him quizzically, her brow furrowing; she obviously hadn’t understood what he had asked for. Searching for an alternate word O’Keefe was surprised to find that he knew many, several of which he could not remember ever using. He chose one and tried to say it, but the pronunciation felt thick and unfamiliar on his tongue. It elicited another puzzled look from his small caregiver. He tried again, and a glint of recognition spread across her face.

“Water?” she asked in confirmation, still using the strange language that O’Keefe was so surprised to understand. “Are you thirsty?”

O’Keefe nodded emphatically.

Beaming another huge smile in his direction, one that revealed dimples in both her cheeks, she raised an index finger in the air and waved it lightly at him, saying, “I’ll be right back.” She hurried from the room, leaving O’Keefe bewildered, but nevertheless feeling considerably better about the setting into which he had regained consciousness.

When she returned she carried a plastic squeeze bottle with a straw protruding through the top. “This is not water,” she said sweetly. “This is a hydration compound. But it is very tasty. Here, try a bit.” She put the straw to his lips, and he sucked greedily at it. The liquid inside the bottle was indeed pleasing to the palate, tasting slightly of sweet, fresh lime juice, and he pulled a large gulp of it into his mouth. As he tried to swallow, an irresistible urge to cough seized him, and the half-suppressed hack sputtered some of the liquid over his cheeks.

“Not so fast,” the woman admonished him. Reaching somewhere beneath the bed, she produced a soothing wipe and used it to clean his face. “Here,” she said, offering the bottle once more. “Try again, but go slowly. Take a little bit at a time. It will be a while before your body readjusts to taking sustenance orally.”

The import of her statement was not lost on O’Keefe, who was beginning to get an inkling of how long he had been comatose, but for the moment the immediacy of his thirst made slaking it his first priority. He followed his nurse’s instructions, pulling minute amounts of the fluid through the straw and carefully swallowing each one before returning it to his lips for more. Questions mounded over mysteries piled atop conundrums crowded his awareness, none with rational answers or explanations, but all of that could wait. The fluid his body lusted for was still the only pertinent aspect of his existence for the moment. He brought his lips to the straw over and over until his mouth and throat lost that feeling of being friable wastelands before finally laying his head back against his pillow and ignoring the offered straw.

“Where am I?” he tried to ask, but the words again felt alien to his tongue, and he could not form the sounds his mind told him to produce. The nurse shushed him, laying two fingers across his lips.

“I know this must be very disconcerting to you, but everything is going to be fine, so please don’t worry. We are going to take extremely good care of you, that I promise.” She gently brushed back a lock of hair that lay across his forehead with a smooth, repetitive stroking motion of her fingers.

“I must go find Dr. Beccassit,” she said, “but I will be right back. Try and relax, and know that you are safe here.” As she backed out of the room she was still smiling from ear to ear.

True to her word, she returned to the room shortly thereafter trailing a squat, bespectacled, balding little man with a white beard. He was perhaps two inches taller than the nurse and was also all smiles and seemed very excited, repeatedly rubbing his palms together nervously as he spoke.

“My goodness,” he said happily, “you’re finally awake. And looking quite healthy, I must say. Please pardon my exuberance, but I’ve been waiting a long time to make your acquaintance. I’ve gotten to know your physical configuration quite well, but I’ve been longing to meet the man. I trust you can understand me. Is the language making sense to you?” The doctor paused, looking expectantly at O’Keefe, whose only response was a nod. Apparently that sign was enough.

“Good, good, good,” the doctor continued. “You must forgive my impertinence in this regard, but my superior felt it to be of the utmost importance that we be able to communicate with you as quickly as possible. So I was obliged to equip you with a language translation chip. It is a brain implant; an utterly benign one I assure you. It enables you to understand and speak our language. You’ll soon be able to utilize the tongue better than we do, as you will have the unabridged version, so to speak. I do so hope that it is not too much of an imposition?”

“It’s…okay,” O’Keefe said slowly, carefully mimicking the sounds he found in his brain, still utterly bewildered despite the doctor’s explanations.

“Excellent. Very good. Oh my, where are my manners? I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Merco, Merco Beccassit, your doctor. And you would be Ah-chill-ess A-ee-nease O’Keefie, would you not?”

“Achilles Aeneas O’Keefe,” he said, correcting the doctor.

“Please pardon my mispronunciation, Achilles Aeneas. We had only an identification card to read from, and your pronunciations are as strange to us as ours are undoubtedly strange to you. That aside, it’s absolutely wonderful to meet you.”

“Hill,” O’Keefe said hoarsely. “My name is Hill. No one calls me by my given names.” The stilted words left his vocal cords with painful slowness, the doctor listening patiently until they were all finally spoken and looking somewhat bewildered when he had heard them through. But the confusion did not seem to faze him at all.

“All right,” he drawled. “Hill it is then.” The nurse, standing close by Beccassit, elbowed him lightly in the ribs. “Oh, my goodness, I’m remiss yet again. It’s all this excitement, no doubt. I’m normally not so graceless.”

“Yes you are, doctor,” the nurse chided, casting a bemused smile his way.

“Yes, perhaps I am,” he said, returning his attention to O’Keefe. “But what can I do? I am who I am, as they say. At any rate, allow me to introduce your nurse, who has taken splendid care of you during your convalescence. Her name is Kira Pellotte. You’ll be seeing a great deal of her for the foreseeable future. There is still much work to be done before we get you back on your feet and back to normal.”

Pellotte flashed her irresistible, dimpled smile yet again and inclined her head toward O’Keefe. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Hill,” she said with what seemed to be absolute, dignified sincerity.

O’Keefe was duly impressed, but still too stuck on the doctor’s “back on your feet” remark to reply in kind. “Doctor, whatever you name is…” he began.

“Beccassit,” the doctor interrupted. “Merco Beccassit. Call me Merco if you will. I’ve never liked uppity titles.”

“Whatever,” O’Keefe continued, still speaking carefully and very slowly. “I’m sure you are a grand doctor, but I think you’ve missed something. I can’t get ‘back on my feet.’ I am a paralytic. I have been for more than forty years. And right now I can’t feel anything below my neck, which is a really bad sign. And just who the…,” O’Keefe paused, scrounging through his mind for words meaning hell and finding none that he thought his new friends might understand. He finally settled for, “Who are you people?”

Beccassit pursed his lips and looked at O’Keefe thoughtfully for several seconds before answering. “I believe that since I have already introduced myself and my colleague,” he began, “that you ask who we are in a broader sense. So I will attempt to answer you in that same vein. We are… what you might call…long-lost relatives. Yes, that’s it. We are long-lost relatives not just of yourself, but of all your people. We are all of the same species, all human beings, and were parted from one another long ago by a cosmic catastrophe. Since then, events have conspired to keep us apart, our people and yours, and over the passage of time the rift between us has grown wider. But you must believe that we mean you no harm in any way. We want only the best for you.”

O’Keefe didn’t like the imprecision of the doctor’s answer. He wanted clarification on several points, but before he could find the words to demand further explanation, the little man was off on another tangent.

“Now, as to your opinion of the acumen displayed by myself in the performance of my chosen profession, I will in just the next few minutes demonstrate to you exactly how mistaken you are. You are not paralyzed. You are immobilized. This,” Beccassit said as he patted the hood that rose over O’Keefe’s forehead, “is a neural inhibitor. It keeps certain nerve impulses from reaching or leaving your brain, namely those that allow you to feel and move your body. We use it to keep certain patients still, those patients who might otherwise hurt themselves or those around them by thrashing about while unconscious. It is there only for your protection. I will deactivate it as soon as, well, never mind, here she is.”

Another woman walked briskly into the room as he spoke. She was slightly taller than Pellotte and shared the same skin tone, but that’s where the resemblance ended. She was as flat-chested as the nurse was busty, she wore her hair tightly bound at the back of her neck, and there was not so much as a hint of a smile on the lips beneath her narrow, aquiline nose. After surveying the room like a drill sergeant inspecting a barracks, she turned her glare on Beccassit. “Does the implant work?” she demanded imperiously.

“It seems to be operating perfectly.” The doctor spoke with good-natured courtesy, ignoring the newcomer’s attitude. “He can’t speak with any great efficiency yet, as is to be expected, but Hill seems to understand everything that he hears. In a few weeks he will be more fluent than…”

“Hill?” the woman asked, interrupting, and arching her brows as she did so.

“Hill O’Keefe,” the doctor replied, “my patient. That is his name.”

“So you two are on a first name basis already.” Even to O’Keefe’s as yet unpracticed ear for the language, the haughtiness in the woman’s tone came through clearly enough. “Doctor, let’s try to remember exactly what we are dealing with here. I expect you to maintain a professional distance, a proper perspective, in dealing with this case. Is that clear?”

“As you wish, Mrs. Nelkris,” Beccassit said wearily. His deference to the woman undeniably marked her as some sort of superior, and O’Keefe had already decided that he disliked the little witch.

“Good,” the woman said with finality. “Now let’s get him out of bed.” She stuck her head out into the hallway and motioned to unseen companions. Two helmeted and gray uniformed men entered the room and stood with their backs to the far wall. They were certainly guards and appeared to be armed, but with weapons like nothing O’Keefe had ever seen. They carried what appeared to be solid metal rods, with hand grips protruding from them at ninety degree angles. The rods were attached by thick cables to the backpacks they wore. Standing silently and stolidly, with feet widely spaced, they gave the appearance, despite their small stature, of men that O’Keefe would not want to anger.

“Mrs. Nelkris,” the doctor said, some indignance beginning to creep into his voice, “I hardly feel that this is necessary. This is still my…”

“I decide what is necessary on this ship, doctor,” the woman said, interrupting again. “Now let’s get on with this if you please.”

Ship? What ship, O’Keefe thought. He was coming up with questions a whole lot faster than he was getting answers.

Beccassit did not respond to the brusqueness of the woman other than to grunt softly to himself. He bent over the hood atop the bed, and as he did so he whispered to O’Keefe. “I know that you have many inquiries, and I will explain as much as I can to you later, but in the meantime there is this.”

Just as he finished speaking, the shining rectangle over O’Keefe’s forehead lost its glow, fading to a dull green. The doctor unlatched the hood and swiveled it backward, stowing it beneath the bed where O’Keefe could not see.

Not that he cared where it went. The moment Beccassit had turned off the machine O’Keefe could, for the first time in years, feel his legs. He felt the weight of the blanket across his thighs and knees; he could sense the subtle abrading of the linens over the tips of his toes. He wiggled them back and forth, exhilarating in the sheer wondrous sensation it created.

The doctor noticed the motion through the blanket and threw off the bedcovers with a flourish, revealing the white pajamas O’Keefe had been dressed in. He struggled to rise and support himself on his elbows, just so he could see himself move with his own eyes. Pellotte hurried around the bed to help Beccassit support him, both of them holding his torso semi-upright with an arm under each of his shoulder blades.

“Oh, my God!” O’Keefe repeated, in English, over and over again, speaking to no one in particular and everyone in general.

His gaze met Beccassit’s and the little man grinned and nodded an affirmation. “What did I tell you?” he said. “I had the feeling you might like my work. Let’s try a little step or two, shall we?”

O’Keefe nodded eagerly, and Pellotte, still all smiles, bounced to the end of the bed to help him lift his legs from the mattress while the doctor helped him turn into a seated position. The bed was low enough that his bare feet could be placed flat on the floor and, with Pellotte and the doctor steadying him from either side, he was able to rise into a standing position with little difficulty. He stood for several long moments, swaying slightly, his arms locked tightly around the low shoulders of his helpers.

“Go on,” the doctor said, a hint of playful admonishment in his voice. “Take a step.”

O’Keefe sent dimly remembered messages to the weak and atrophied muscles of his leg and watched as his right foot moved a few inches forward before coming to rest. He repeated the procedure with his left leg. The many questions that had been swirling about in his mind evaporated. He no longer cared about the what, the where, or the who of his present circumstances. His awareness was consumed by sensation, by the awe of simply feeling the cool, hard floor pressing against the soles of his feet.

He took another, slightly more confident step forward. “My God, I can feel it,” he cried, “I can feel the floor. And I took a step. Did you see that? I moved my legs; I took a step. Did you see that, Doc? I can feel my legs. My God! This is wonderful!”

He looked down into the beaming yet uncomprehending face of Kira Pellotte before he realized that he had again been speaking in English. He searched for the proper words in Akadean but found he could not speak them in his excitement; all the sounds he attempted to make caught in his throat. He simply stood there gurgling unintelligible blather. At length he gave up the attempt to speak and instead simply bent his head to one side and planted a big kiss atop the bald head of his doctor. It was the only communication he was capable of for the moment.
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Hours later Beccassit sat staring at the three-dimensional likeness of the head and shoulders of Valessanna Nelkris that appeared on the virtual monitor above his desk. He breathed a heavy sigh. It was always so tedious to deal with people in authority. They invariably thought they and only they knew what was best for everyone in every situation. “Mrs. Nelkris,” he began again, this time almost pleading. “I really do think you are overreacting to the presence of this man. Initially, I admit, because of the weapon I agreed with your assessment of the danger. But you were in sick bay. You witnessed what happened there. For the love of the Rock, the man was in a position where he could have easily broken my neck, and instead he kissed me. His demeanor is hardly that of a killer. In my conversations with him, he seems to be quite pleasant.”

The captain’s image stared back at him as if he were undeniably insane. After a short pause the image spoke. “Doctor, the man is an aberrant,” she said flatly, as if that label conveyed enormous significance. “I am sure he is extremely pleasant to you now, considering the fact that you have just given him back the use of his legs. But how pleasant will he be when he is completely rehabilitated physically, and he no longer needs your care? No, it is out of the question. He cannot stay in sick bay. He cannot be kept anywhere where he might interact with the crew. I don’t care where you put him, but put him someplace where he can be sequestered. Find quarters for him, put whatever is necessary in those quarters to facilitate his recovery, and make sure those quarters are locked and guarded around the clock. This is not a topic open to discussion, doctor. These are orders from your Captain.”

“As you wish, Mrs. Nelkris,” Beccassit said, noticing wryly that he inevitably ended up using that phrase in every conversation he had with the woman. Nonetheless he was secretly pleased that the use of her surname was still able to elicit a tiny moue of vexation from her. “I will see to it that he is moved as soon as possible.”

“Good. I’ll notify the exec that he is to be moved today.” Apparently the captain was well aware that to a doctor “as soon as possible” might mean weeks. “He will oversee the transfer. But other than Mr. Busht, you, me, your nurse, and the guards, no one else is to get anywhere near your patient. I’ll send Colvan down to sick bay in a few hours.” Her image winked out immediately as the captain signed off.

Beccassit leaned back in his chair and kneaded his forehead between a thumb and two fingers. That woman is a walking headache inducer, he thought. He yawned, massaged both his temples for several long moments, and then went to work.

“Vigilant,” he said, “display a map of all undamaged berths, and highlight those that are presently vacant.” The virtual monitor sprang to life once more, displaying a deck by deck schematic of every compartment aboard. Many were outlined in red. “All right,” he said, “let’s start with the most spacious quarters.” This was not, he thought, the work that a doctor, particularly a doctor of his status, should be doing, as all but one of the red outlines disappeared from the plans floating before him.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN:

The Eyes of a Savage

Busht strode deliberately from the lift and turned crisply to his left, headed down the well lit corridor, and was almost immediately confronted with a coterie of loitering crew members meandering slowly toward him. The sluggishness of the laughing spacers’ progression through the passageway made it clear enough that the group had nothing better to do than wander aimlessly about Vigilant chattering amongst themselves, probably about the most recent scandalous hearsay to come slithering down the ship’s grapevine. Busht inwardly groaned, as he had hoped the corridors on his approach to sick bay would be empty.

When he reached the too loud clutch of crewmen it took him some time to pass, as he generally felt it a sensible practice to get in a word or two with as many members of the crew as possible while he traversed the arteries of the ship. A simple hello from the executive officer might not boost morale to dizzying heights, but it certainly couldn’t hurt. And right now, with Vigilant lying wounded in a lonely orbit over a dead world far from home, anything that might raise the spirits of the crew even fractionally was as indispensable to the ship as the deep drive itself. He also understood that it was unrealistic to expect much in the way of morale building from Valessanna, except under the most extreme circumstances, such as her recent visit to sick bay, a visit that had sparked stories commenting on her apparently genuine concern that heretofore few in the crew had suspected she felt.

So, with the captain for the most part indifferent, the duty of attempting to keep at bay any disheartenment amongst the crew, which at any time could very well run through them like wildfire considering the ship’s present situation, fell largely on his shoulders. Thus he forced himself to smile, to pat backs, shake hands, and exchange pleasantries, not because he had any real enthusiasm for doing so, but simply because he felt it proper behavior for a ranking officer.

When finally he made his way past the drifting clump of enervated spacers he resumed his brisk stride and in moments was turning down the corridor that led directly to sick bay; a corridor that was supposed to have been placed off limits to everyone. He was gratified to find that it, at least, was deserted. Security had obviously taken his orders seriously, however strange those orders may have seemed.

Empty, the passageway was quiet enough that even the low swish of his pant legs abrading each other as he walked echoed off the walls and rasped in his ears. But it was only about forty meters to the entrance. He quickly traversed the distance, punched the entry console, and walked in to find two armed guards amiably chatting and laughing in the large and once again pristine waiting room. Aside from the guards, the compartment was empty save several med-techs gathered into a whispering knot in one corner.

“Hello, men,” he said as affably as he was able. “Has everything been prepared for the relocation of our guest?”

The guards turned to look at Busht, both of them evidently startled to suddenly be standing before the first officer. There was a pause as each of them waited for the other to speak, but at last one of them stammered out a sentence.

“Yes sir,” he said with a bit of uncertainty, “at least as far as we know, sir.” He stole a quick glance at his friend before returning his attention to Busht and continuing in a voice that was slightly more self-assured. “I’m told the prisoner is restrained and ready for transport. The doctor and a nurse are in with him now. They say he is anxious to see his new quarters, and they anticipate no trouble. Lieutenant Marek has informed us that the corridors en route will be cleared at your command and that the compartment has been readied. All access points to the ship’s AI in that compartment have been rendered inoperable and anything that could potentially be used as a weapon has been removed. We’re ready to proceed whenever you give the word, sir.” The man nodded slightly to signify that he was finished.

“Good,” Busht said, careful to smile slightly. “Very good.” He clapped the guard on the shoulder like he was an old friend, trying to put both of the men a little more at ease in his presence. “Be sure to express my appreciation to the lieutenant when you see him,” he continued, all the while resolving to do that very thing in person once the aberrant was moved, contingent upon the transfer going smoothly of course. He surveyed the room, his gaze lingering on the med techs still muttering amongst themselves.

“Well, let’s do this,” he said. “You’re aware of the necessary procedures, I’m sure. Why don’t you two go and very gently evict them,” he motioned to the med techs with a jerk of his thumb, “while I go collect our guest and his caretakers. In which compartment would I find the good doctor and his nurse?”

Again there was a pause as the two men silently decided who was to speak for them both. Again the same man eventually answered. “They’re down that corridor, sir,” he said, pointing through the main clinical area to one of the hallways that opened into it. “The last door on the left.”

“Thank you,” Busht replied. “I’ll be back momentarily.” He turned and entered the hallway the guard had indicated, proceeding to the proper door. But it was surprisingly not programmed to recognize him or his rank as it did not slide aside at his approach, nor did it open when he tapped an entry command onto the console to its right. Instead the voice of Dr. Beccassit issued from the control panel.

“Is that you, Mr. Busht?”

“Yes it is, doctor,” the exec replied and was rewarded by seeing the door slide into the bulkhead to his right, finally admitting him to the compartment. Inside with the doctor were the aberrant and a female nurse he was sure he had seen before, but could not remember where or when. Even her name was a mystery, but for some reason he vaguely associated her face with the captain.

Immediately Beccassit sprang up from the stool were he sat and walked toward Busht, his hand outstretched. An oversized smile appeared from within his whiskers. “So good to see you, Colvan,” he said in a voice that sounded completely genuine.

Busht did not know the doctor well; this being his one and only cruise on Vigilant, and never knew quite what to make of him. His overly casual demeanor, the balding head, and those ridiculous spectacles he wore for reading, all were bright red flags that screamed to Busht that the doctor was not what he seemed but was instead someone who for reasons unknown had chosen to disguise his true self. Every time he saw Beccassit a pin-prick of mistrust was left twinging in his naturally suspicious policeman’s mind. He could not put his finger on precisely what it was that fueled his disquiet, but somehow it seemed that there was something a little too much out of kilter about the man for it to be labeled simple eccentricity, something about him that never sat quite exactly right with Busht.

But the doctor was, according to all the information that the exec had been able to ferret out about the man, some sort of highbrow, profoundly intellectual egghead who was obviously well respected by his peers. He had, after all, been the one chosen to accompany Vigilant to the aberrant world. There could not be too awfully much wrong with him. And he did have quite a genial and engaging personality. So despite the misgivings the doctor’s demeanor always engendered, Busht found that he could not keep himself from experiencing real amity for him. It seemed strange to the exec to feel friendship for someone he did not implicitly trust, but the doctor’s boundless and energetic good nature, regardless of how honest or how false it was in actuality, was irresistibly infectious to Busht’s natural state of introversion. He could not stop himself; he genuinely liked Beccassit even though he did not feel that he should.

He took the doctor’s hand and shook it firmly. “It is good to see you as well, Dr. Beccassit,” he said, his words actually matching his feelings, for once.

Beccassit drew his hand back from Busht’s and waved it in the air in front of him in a dismissive gesture, harrumphing softly as he did so. “My name is Merco, Colvan, not Doctor,” he said matter of factly. “I do so despise titles, especially among friends.” His smile instantly returned. “Allow me to introduce you. Do you know Kira?”

Busht shook his head, inexplicably embarrassed by his near total lack of familiarity with a crew member. After all, it wasn’t as if this was an unusual occurrence. There were fifteen hundred people on board, and crew rotations were commonplace at nearly every port of call. No one knew everyone, particularly those on different watches or in different departments. Nevertheless, he found his lack of knowledge to be an imperfection, and it had pushed a sliver of guilt into his mind.

“This is Kira Pellotte. She is the case nurse for our guest,” the doctor said. The woman said hello to Busht in a deferential way and the exec nodded to her in return but kept his distance, as was customary for him with all female crew members.

“Ah yes, Pellotte. That rings a bell. I remember your name from the personnel files,” Busht lied. “I hope you have recovered fully from our misadventure with the Vazileks.” Pellotte assured him that she had, but what else would she tell the ship’s first officer. The woman might well be a mere child still frightened to death since in truth Busht had never laid eyes on her file and had no idea how old or experienced she was; she might have been twenty four or four hundred and two. He quickly added the perusal of her record to his mental “to do” list. He thought it a wise precaution in any case as the woman would be caring for the aberrant and thus interacting with him on a daily basis, and Busht wanted to know everything about anyone who had anything to do with the barbarian.

No sooner was the introduction complete when Beccassit grabbed the exec by the upper arm, an action that made him flinch slightly as he found it a much too familiar gesture. But he did not protest in any other way and allowed himself to be led across the room to a gurney that floated about a meter above the deck. The aberrant lay atop it, covered by a sheet and a blanket, unable to move due to the action of a neural inhibitor. Val had been very specific about using the incapacitating device during the transfer. “And this is our guest of honor,” Beccassit said enthusiastically. “Hill O’Keefe, meet Colvan Busht, our ship’s first officer.”

Busht looked down, straight into the eyes of a killer. Those eyes were blue and piercing, made even more so by the pale flesh that surrounded them. They rested on either side of a hawkish nose and beneath a shock of jet black hair. The aberrant stared back at him, unyielding, as if even an exchange of gazes were a competition of some kind. Busht greeted the man without dropping his eyes and the aberrant responded in kind, but did so while still staring coldly up at him. The aberrant didn’t so much as a blink during the entirety of the exchange.

“Hello,” he had said slowly, “I’d shake your hand too, but oops, what do you know, it seems I can’t move my arm.” A small, wry smile had appeared on his face, the outward friendliness of the expression belied by the stare that continued to bore into Busht’s skull.

At last the exec had to look away, suddenly ashamed, but unnecessarily so, he felt. The aberrant was almost certainly a cold-blooded murderer. Surely he did not expect to move about the ship unfettered in any way.

“Well,” Busht managed to say somewhat good-naturedly, “you’ll be up and about soon enough. And to that end,” he continued, speaking to all three people in the room, “let’s get on with this.”

He motioned for the others to precede him, and the doctor took the lead, grabbing one of the arch-like handles that protruded from either end of the aberrant’s gurney and pulling the barbarian toward the exit. Pellotte took the other handle and, following behind Beccassit, assisted him in deftly maneuvering the aberrant out of the compartment. Busht followed, staying several paces behind. When they reached the anteroom, the doctor and nurse halted while he made his way around them and approached the guards.

“Lead the way,” he said to one, while holding the other back by his elbow, then settling him in behind Pellotte. Busht was certain nothing would go wrong, but hard experience had taught him to always make every attempt to be prepared for that which conventional wisdom said could not happen.

The group walked quietly through the corridors of the ship, their footsteps muffled by the thin blue pad that passed for carpet on board and that covered all the common areas. Using a lift would have been quicker, but putting a portion of the system off limits would have been a greater inconvenience to the crew, and caused more of a stir than simply shutting down a few passageways. And besides, Busht had no desire to be caught in any confined spaces with the barbarian, neural inhibitor or not.

The only words spoken along the way came from Beccassit, naturally, as he was almost never silent. He prattled on incessantly to the aberrant in a low voice, elucidating any number of banal subjects as they walked along. Busht was not so far back from the group that he could miss many words, and what he was hearing seemed extraordinarily mundane. Nevertheless he questioned the astuteness of imparting any unnecessary information whatsoever to an aberrant. He was sorely tempted to issue a command for silence but balanced the desire for quiet with a reminder to himself of how badly Beccassit responded to authority. In the end he decided it was hardly worth the trouble and the doctor babbled on.

The procession reached a little-used corridor just beneath the gun deck that ran nearly the length of Vigilant. There they turned left, toward the bow. They walked straight down the white-sided tunnel, pausing every fifteen meters or so when the lead guard reached a bulkhead door that needed to be opened. Under normal circumstances, their progress would not have been impeded in such a way; the doors would have all been hidden away in their storage slots, and one’s line of sight would be unobstructed save for a slight left to right bend in the corridor caused by the curvature of the hull. But with the ship as damaged as it was Busht imagined that Arkhus would be sure to keep all the airtight doors shut until Vigilant was safely ensconced in a shipyard back in the Union.

Shortly, they stopped again, as again they waited for a hatch to be opened. A blast of powerful sizzling sounds accompanied by several metallic clanks flooded out into the corridor as the hatch slid aside. Ahead the passageway was darker, the lighting in the section before them obviously still not completely repaired, and there was only naked plating for a floor. Jagged gashes across the wall and ceiling marked where Vazilek weapons had stung Vigilant. The stink of molten welds filled the air. There were several robots at work just ahead, adhering metallic bandages over the abhorrently blackened wounds the ship had suffered. Sparks flew in torrents from where they worked, the scorching light they cast reflecting garishly off the burnished areas already repaired.

The first obstacle in the humans’ path was a large delivery robot, which was little more than a polymerized cart with a computer brain and a motor drive. It was half filled with composite plating. The aberrant’s entourage slowly and carefully made their way past it. Farther along was a tall repair bot; the model was dubbed an arachnoid throughout the fleet because its many arms and columnar body rested on a base of eight spider-like legs. It stopped its work, as it was programmed to do, to let the humans pass. At its feet were two general mission robots, machines that looked like rolling half eggs with extendable arms installed through their shells. They scooted closer to the bulkhead and out of the way, doing so without losing their vise-like grip on a sheet of plating that they held up over one of the ragged rents in the corridor wall. As soon as Busht and the guard bringing up the rear had passed, the repair robot’s lasers reignited and it went back to its task of welding the plating into place.

Further along the corridor the group passed through several more areas similarly damaged that were also in various stages of repair before turning left into a passageway that took them deeper into the center of the vessel and away from its outer skin. They crossed two intersecting corridors before turning right into a third. Ten meters ahead Busht could see two guards standing before an open doorway. He halted the others in the group and approached them alone.

“Good job guys,” he said. “I think I can take it from here though, so why don’t you two go take a break for an hour before you get back to your regular duties. But before you do, tell Lieutenant Marek that the corridors can be reopened to foot traffic, if you please.”

“Yes sir,” the two replied in eager unison.

“Thank you, men,” Busht said, as the duo strode quickly away in the opposite direction from the aberrant and his escorts. Busht then motioned Beccassit and company forward and turned to enter the compartment. What he saw inside left him momentarily stunned.

Along the way, he had merely been following the lead of Beccassit and the guards, and had not paid altogether too much attention to exactly where on the ship they were headed, leaving him unprepared for the sight that met his eyes. This was not a crewman’s berth or even an officer’s quarters. This was a stateroom, one of those reserved for visiting dignitaries. Busht stood in a living area that had to be nearly a hundred square meters. This room alone was easily more than twice the size of his own quarters. Thick, spongy, burgundy colored carpet covered the floor. Atop the carpet were two overstuffed armchairs placed facing each other over the length of an ebony cocktail table that rested in front of a long, plush sofa. Two matching end tables sat at either end of the divan, while the whole arrangement faced a faux fireplace built into the bulkhead. The upholstery was luxuriously covered in a thick, ivory-colored fabric with an intricate, filigreed pattern embroidered into it with golden thread. Despite the space taken up by the furnishings, there was still plenty of room for a large weight machine and a treadmill placed behind the sofa.

A long dining table of dark wood; Busht thought it either mahogany or wainlock; and eight chairs dominated the back of the main area, while beyond that was a extravagantly appointed and fully equipped kitchen, separated from the main room by a marble topped counter that protruded from the left wall and blocked approximately three quarters of the width of the compartment. Lined across the front of that counter were four high-backed stools carved from ebony and topped by thick cushions that matched the sofa and chairs. Original artworks of the highest caliber were hung tastefully on each cream-colored wall.

Busht did not have to venture into the bedroom and bath area, which lay beyond a door to his right, to know that it was outfitted in much the same manner. He had escorted police commissioners, prominent politicians, and ambassadors to quarters like this one often enough in the past. Each time he had done so he had enviously wondered what it would be like to spend a cruise sleeping in the soft, sumptuous bed that he knew rested in the other room of the suite.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and knew the rest of the company had entered the stateroom through the doorway behind him.

“Well, Mr. O’Keefe,” he mused aloud, “apparently you rate high on this vessel’s list of guests.” He found it impossible to keep the contempt from of his voice as he spoke the word guests. “Your new quarters are the best we have to offer.” And yet you are nothing more than a violent criminal, he added to himself. “How does this happen?”

Before the aberrant could speak Beccassit answered for him. “Captain Nelkris is responsible for Hill’s living arrangements, Colvan. I would have preferred to keep him in sick bay, but she insisted that he be kept apart from the crew, at least in the short term, to keep their curiosity from interfering with his convalescence. I personally did a search of every berth on the ship, and this is the only one that is vacant, habitable, and large enough to accommodate all the items necessary for his rehabilitation.” He waved his arm in a sweeping motion toward the fitness equipment. “And since we are on that subject, I think it is about time we put him to work.” He turned toward the barbarian’s bed and spoke again. “Are you ready to start getting those legs in shape, Hill?”

“Oh,” there was a pause while the aberrant, a quizzical look on his face, apparently searched for a word before finishing. “Goodness, yes,” he finally said. “I’ve been ready for forty years.”

Beccassit reached for the control panel on the side of the gurney. It immediately sank a bit toward the floor and then steadied there. Two sets of two legs unfolded from either end, spread apart, and then extended until the gurney rested solidly on the deck. The doctor then powered down the neural inhibitor, stowed the hood, and pulled back the linens and blanket.

Once freed from the invisible grip of the inhibitor, the aberrant clumsily brought himself to a seated position on the side of his conveyance and then, with the help of both Beccassit and Pellotte, laboriously shuffled over to the treadmill. In moments he was aboard and delightedly walking, albeit at an excruciatingly slow pace.

Busht suppressed a gasp. Val had informed him of the extraordinary dimensions of the barbarian, but nonetheless the first officer was still taken aback at the height of the aberrant when standing. He was at least thirty centimeters taller than Busht. Atop the treadmill he was truly gigantic, the hair on his head nearly brushing the ceiling. His upper arms, bulging against the constraining, short sleeves of his pajama top as he grasped the handrails on either side of the treadmill, were rippled and hard like bantam trunks of oak growing downward from his shoulders. The captain had been correct; this man was someone who could be truly dangerous. He turned to Beccassit. “Doctor,” he whispered.

“Merco,” Beccassit corrected him.

“Sorry. Merco,” Busht said softly, a little annoyed now with the familiarity. “Be careful with this… person. He may seem harmless enough, but keep in mind the culture he comes from. Stay alert, and make sure the guards do the same.”

Beccassit reluctantly agreed, and Busht slipped out of the compartment, but not before posting the two guards on either side of the entry and giving them explicit, no nonsense instructions on the caution he expected them to exercise. Afterward, as he was proceeding down the corridor, an ominous sense of apprehension began to blanket his every thought. He was certain the savage would at some point become a danger. The only question was who and what he would become a danger to when the inevitable eventually transpired. Busht had already made up his mind that it would be neither Vigilant nor anyone aboard her.
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It was not long before the doctor and Nurse Pellotte exited O’Keefe’s new quarters as well, leaving only the two guards standing watch outside the locked entry. O’Keefe had exhausted himself after only a short time on the treadmill and now lay back on the sofa with his head propped up against one of the luxuriantly padded arms. Next to him stood a wheeled walker, provided along with the exercise equipment, which enabled him to move safely about his new quarters on his own. Pellotte had told him as she left that she would return shortly with his dinner, and he was already looking forward to her arrival. He was hungry to be sure, but that was hardly the basis for his anticipation. In the short time since he had awakened he had developed what could only be called a crush on his nurse, and he savored the thought of seeing her again, even if only for a few moments. Her smile seemed to light up any room she occupied, while her departure cast a pall over the same space. He lay amidst that gloaming now nearly feverish for it to be swept away.

He let his mind wander, imagining her large breasts shorn of her tightly fitting uniform, daydreaming of her nipples hardening under the soft caresses of his fingers. As his fantasy progressed he felt an unfamiliar stirring between his legs. Opening his eyes, he looked down at his crotch, staring with disbelief at the towering bulge that pushed the loose fitting pajama bottoms away from his pelvis. Holy shit, he thought joyfully, I’ve got the hard-on from hell! He thrust his hand down his pants and stroked the erection, not for the pleasure the motion elicited but merely to reassure himself that his virility had indeed returned.

Suddenly he realized that amid the excitement of once again feeling his legs, he had yet to inspect the physical condition of the rest of his body. He pulled his hand from the pajamas and held it and the other one up before his eyes, fingers spread, palms outward. He balled his hands into fists and then spread them again, repeating the movement several times. The subtle lines and tiny loose folds of skin that had formerly covered the backs of his hands and fingers were gone now, replaced by a supple epidermis of tightly fitting skin.

He turned his attention to his lower right arm. The small etchings of reticulated scars, leftovers from a teenage snorkeling encounter with coral, were nowhere to be seen. He pushed himself into a seated position and removed his pajama top. He then pulled down the bottoms slightly, searching for the cicatrix from his appendectomy and finding it gone as well. At once his hands reached around to his spine, seeking the knotty and malformed jumble of tissue that had been a more tangible reminder of Southeast Asia than anything else he had brought back from that hellhole. But his fingers found nothing save a smooth, finely haired expanse of flesh.

Hurriedly, and with considerable awkwardness, O’Keefe drew the walker toward him, positioned it, and pulled himself erect. As quickly as his still feeble legs would propel him he made his way into the bedroom, seeking a mirror. He found one that stretched from floor to ceiling in what appeared to be a dressing area. Leaning over the front of the walker, he thrust his face up close to it. There were no bags under his eyes and no crow’s feet at their sides. The stubble on his chin was jet black, not the salt and pepper mixture he had seen the last time he had studied his appearance. His hair had changed in the same fashion; there was not a fleck of gray anywhere within the multitudinous strands. He put a hand to the crown of his head, expecting to rub a nearly bare patch of scalp with his fingers. But instead of the thin layer of fine hair he was accustomed to encountering, his fingers sank through a thick thatch of tousled mane. He grabbed a fistful and pulled on it, laughing. I don’t believe it, he thought. It’s like I’m twenty years old again.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN:

Vigilant’s Master

In the weeks following his awakening, despite his Akadean benefactors obviously feeling threatened simply by his mere existence, O’Keefe rapidly acclimated to his new situation and surroundings. His hosts, as they euphemistically referred to themselves, expressed astonishment at his quick and, in their view, miraculous adaptation to his new environment. He in turn thought them to be inordinately overawed and was vaguely insulted by the implication that he had been expected to have a much more difficult time adjusting. It was as if the Akadeans had imagined he would be a primitive, wild-eyed aborigine, a being who would either drop to his knees in awe or cringe in sheer panic over the technology they possessed.

And notwithstanding the extraordinary neural restoration the doctor had effected below his waist and the more or less complete, whole body rejuvenation he had undergone while under Beccassit’s care, a miracle for which O’Keefe would be eternally grateful, he repeatedly experienced a shadowy feeling of unease regarding his new circumstances. It was a feeling that had initially been brought to the fore by the ill tempered and overbearing woman he had seen that one time in Beccassit’s sick bay, and it had systematically become more pronounced ever since. It was a feeling that breathed the disquieting thought into the back of his brain that the Akadeans looked upon him as someone who was not only atavistic and dangerous, but as a being who was altogether less than human as well. It was a sobering thought for a man far from home who was completely under their power.

It was not difficult to see that he inspired fear in them. And they were not simply afraid of him because he was an unknown quantity; it was more than that. The evidence of it went far beyond his confinement and the Akadeans’ use of their neural inhibitor. It was the apprehension that shone through their eyes when they looked at him. It reminded him of a cousin whom he and other children of the extended family had accompanied on a childhood trip to the zoo, courtesy of one set of parents. The child had loved the big cats, especially the lions, and was well aware of their reputation for ferocity. He had gone on and on about them to anyone who would listen until they reached the cats’ habitat. But he had been unprepared for the utterly feral quality of a big male’s roar when witnessed from only a few feet away. The respect that had been etched into his cousin’s face at the sound, that look of anxious, fearful astonishment that spread across his countenance at the sudden primal realization that he could quite literally be eaten alive if not for the bars separating him from the beast; that was what he saw in the eyes of his captors. It was as if they expected O’Keefe to at any moment display the mindless, instinctual proclivity to violence of a wild animal cornered or ensnared. It had been exceedingly clear in the first officer’s face and in the eyes of the guards, and even Beccassit’s demeanor at rare times hinted at similar feelings hidden behind his professional bedside manner.

O’Keefe had done everything that he could conjure to reassure the doctor, and Pellotte for that matter, of his normality. He always made sure to be cooperative and friendly when in their presence. On several occasions he had alluded to his nimble adjustment to shipboard life, maintaining that it was nothing to be excited about, that anyone else would have reacted in the same way under similar circumstances. O’Keefe had hoped these assertions would impress upon his doctor and nurse that he was as human as the next man. He had further hoped that they would pass on that information to those in charge, and that it would have the effect of easing some of the Akadeans’ mistrust of him. But he could see no discernible signs that it had had that effect, as he remained confined to his rooms at all times. In the end O’Keefe had reluctantly come to the conclusion that the Akadeans were simply not a very trusting bunch. They were obviously products of a xenophobic society. But as long as they continued to take good care of him, O’Keefe reasoned that he could put up with their suspicions.

And they were taking very good care of him, very good care indeed. They were, in fact, doing a masterful job of rehabilitating him. His legs, he had been told, had been exercised daily during the latter part of his comatose ordeal of healing. Electrical impulses, impulses that mimicked commands from his brain, had been sent down his nerves to the muscles he would need for walking. The tiny organic charges had repeatedly ordered the shriveled remains of his musculature to push against ever increasing levels of resistance until his legs could push no more. It was only that exertion that had enabled him to walk immediately after waking. Now Kira Pellotte—who had been placed, much to O’Keefe’s delight, in charge of his physical therapy regimen—was insisting on the same effort from him in daily sessions on the strength training equipment in his quarters. Each day she goaded him to do slightly more than he had done the day before, and most days he was able to comply, driving the gauges that measured the force his muscles exerted to higher and higher levels. As a result his legs were swiftly gaining strength. They were not yet nearly in proportion to the sculpted flesh of his upper body, but they were far from the useless appendages of skin and bone they had been only a few months before.

His balance had returned at a much faster rate. In only a few days he had set aside the walker. He now paced his quarters restlessly between therapy sessions. Sometimes he jogged on the treadmill when alone just to relieve the boredom and tire himself enough for a nap. At other times he stood in the center of his quarters, relentlessly jumping up and down until his legs burned, attempting in vain to touch the top of his head to the ceiling. He was ready to try anything to reduce the ennui of his daily routine.

His language skills more than kept pace with his physical revitalization. In little over a week he could converse in Akadean almost as easily as in his native tongue. He could in fact be far more precise in his newly acquired language, as he found his Akadean vocabulary to be virtually unlimited, just as the doctor had forewarned. The most difficult problem that remained was keeping the jumble of English and Akadean in his brain separate from one another, as English words tended to leak into his discourse. In addition, he had been surprised and pleased to learn that he could not only speak Akadean, he could read it. Instructions embossed on the appliances in his kitchen, which should have been nothing more than a jumble of symbols the likes of which he had never seen, were easily decipherable.

Each evening Pellotte would bring his dinner and grace him with a visit both social and therapeutic in nature. The first order of business was healing for his aching legs. She used several powered instruments that produced no physical sensation, but seemed to pull the pain from his overworked muscles like a vacuum. Then while he ate and sometimes for as long as an hour afterward, she would sit with him and converse, exercising his articulation and pronunciation. But although he related to her much about himself and some of what it was like to live on Earth, their conversations were inevitably little more than idle chit-chat on her part, consisting mostly of gossip about her coworkers and their personal lives. Each time O’Keefe would attempt to extract any meaningful information, she would become evasive and, if he pressed the issue, excuse herself and depart. And since he rued her leaving, he generally shied away from those subjects she obviously had been told not to discuss. So far he had learned only that Vigilant was a police vessel; that the ship was currently making repairs in preparation for going “home,” to a place called the Union, in general, and Sefforia, in particular. He learned that its mission was to act against a group of criminals called the Vazileks, and that those same Vazileks were the perpetrators of the explosion that had ultimately brought him into her care.

He also knew that a man, a pilot named Willet Lindy, was responsible for his rescue. Other than those few minor intelligence breakthroughs and a general impression, which lingered despite his paranoia and their fear of him, that the Akadeans were on the level in their insistence that they meant him no harm; he knew next to nothing about the larger universe and his newfound place in it.

And granting his belief that the Akadeans were indeed benefactors, he nevertheless suspected that his interchanges with Pellotte were more than a simple and pleasurable way of making him more comfortable with the language. It seemed as if they might also be a very subtle means of interrogation. Thus he baited her repeatedly, deliberately being ambiguous and oblique when answering one of even her simplest questions, merely to see if she would press him hard for answers. But he could never be certain if she was up to something or not. Sometimes she would ask him to clarify an answer; other times she would simply shrug and go on to something else. On the surface it seemed like merely polite conversation and nothing more. But his suspicions remained, and he was careful never to discuss any episode with her that might reflect badly on his character or his past.

His inability to discover or discern a great deal about the Akadeans, what they thought of him, or what they had planned for his future was disturbing to O’Keefe, particularly as one aspect of his plight was certain. There was no need for him to debate himself as to whether it was reality or a symptom of his cynical perceptions. Despite the near constant assurances that he was a guest aboard the Vigilant, he was in fact a prisoner. Two guards were always on duty outside his door. Whenever either Beccassit or Pellotte, his only visitors, came into his quarters; two more guards, always the same two, arrived with them and stood impassively against the wall on either side of the exit for the length of their stay. O’Keefe had repeatedly tried to speak to them only to be met with blank faces and stony silence. He had asked both doctor and nurse for an explanation of their rigid muteness but received only shrugs and excuses in return, responses that were not particularly comforting.

And although he had been provided with a kitchen, it was devoid of food, drink, or utensils of any sort. All he could get out of it were thick, unbreakable glasses and water. He could not deny that he was being confined in opulent surroundings, but his luxurious rooms were still no more than a cell.

Furthermore, O’Keefe was certain that the quarters were outfitted with cameras or at least bugged, although whether it was his paranoia asserting itself or a real possibility he was, in this case, unable to reliably ascertain. In near daily searches that had covered every inch of his new abode, he was consistently unable to find any concrete evidence to indicate that he was being watched or monitored in any way, but on the other hand he felt sure the Akadeans were advanced enough to keep him under surveillance without his discovering their hardware. Thus his certainty was undiminished.

The only time he was allowed to leave his quarters was every fifth or sixth day when Beccassit would show up with a gurney and the ubiquitous guards. O’Keefe would climb aboard and ride the gurney, its neural inhibitor activated, to sick bay, where the doctor would replace one of his organs.

The process amazed O’Keefe, but it seemed simple enough to perform. Once in sick bay, O’Keefe would move to a special platform and lie motionless atop it, while the Doctor pulled a hinged half tube down over his body and positioned it above the area where the work was to be done. Beccassit called the device a molecular delineator. In about twenty minutes the machine would painstakingly map his internal structure, down to the molecular level, in and around the organ to be replaced. Then O’Keefe would move back to his gurney and the neural inhibitor would be reengaged. From there the gurney and O’Keefe were slipped wholly inside a chromium plated, claustrophobic, cylindrical chamber called a matter conveyer.

The detailed, three-dimensional plot of his interior arrangements would be downloaded into the machine from the delineator and the transplant would commence. In a matter of only a few minutes the matter conveyor would exchange, by the teleportation of his atoms and those of the new body part, one of his organs with a replacement that the doctor had “pressure grown.” Pressure growing was another process that astounded O’Keefe, but it was also a process about which he could fathom very little. His implant provided him an understanding like that of a dictionary, that the organs were cloned and then forced to age at a much faster than normal rate, but that was the limit of his comprehension. Beccassit’s explanations of the technical aspects involved only left O’Keefe’s head spinning.

Afterward, it was back to his quarters where Pellotte would check in on him every few hours for the next day or so, scanning the organ with a hand-held device that could somehow determine the condition of his new body part. Then there were a few days of observation and recuperation before the process was repeated with another piece of his internal structure. It all worked exceedingly well. O’Keefe had received a new heart one morning before doing leg curls to exhaustion that same afternoon.

And yet none of what the Akadeans were doing made any sense to him. They had apparently taken considerable risk to rescue him and then gone to great lengths to heal him, only to make him a prisoner once that was done. Now they were intent on giving him the best body their medical science could provide, but to what end? They were so fearful of him they wouldn’t let him leave his quarters without immobilizing the very body they were so resolutely improving. He could see no logic to their actions at all, and that unnerved him. He was convinced that in the end there would come a time for pay back, that at some point in the future the Akadeans would make it clear what they expected of him in return for their magnanimity. But O’Keefe reasoned that as long as they continued to repair even his most trifling imperfections, he would be better served to not complain or ask too many questions. If there was a price to be paid later, he would deal with any Akadean demands when they were finally made clear to him.

And there was also his growing attraction to Pellotte, whose visits made his confinement all the more bearable. He had not been both sexually potent and able to spend time with a female in about four decades, and the woman was really getting under his skin. Each day that she left him alone in his room he ached for her return more avidly than he had the day before.

So it was with anticipation and near joy that he practically bounded out of his sleeping room one evening upon hearing the door chime that announced arrivals. But instead of his nurse bringing him his dinner, he bounced into the main room of his quarters only to see the same woman who had been such a ball-buster with Beccassit on the day he had awakened in sick bay. She stood just inside his doorway, an aura of command surrounding her, while the two ever-present guards stood close behind. O’Keefe searched his memory for a name, recalling distinctly that the doctor had addressed her as Mrs. so and so, but the moniker would not come to him.

She appeared to be young, not much more than a girl, but looks were deceiving when it came to the Akadeans. Their ability to move their gray matter into cloned, empty skulled bodies turned O’Keefe’s concept of aging on its head. The woman might be seven centuries old for all he knew. Beccassit had confided to him that some Akadeans had been through enough bodies to be well over a thousand. The doctor claimed to be nearly five hundred years old himself. O’Keefe guessed that his visitor was much older than she looked, based on her peremptory attitude and the way others deferred to her, but still he gauged her to be considerably younger than Beccassit. He had gotten the fuzzy impression from his limited contact with Pellotte that most older Akadeans stayed home while it was the younger ones who roamed the stars attempting to police the galaxy.

The woman held her arms tightly crossed, three fingers on one hand drumming lightly on her opposite elbow. She looked him up and down through steady brown eyes and then surveyed the room, her strong profile displaying a determined chin and a long, but still feminine, nose. Her severe mouth seemed as immovable as stone, her lips frozen and pressed together into a firm, thin line that cut across her face.

The gold uniform she wore looked identical to what the ship’s first officer had been dressed in at his one meeting with O’Keefe, only her’s was adorned with more insignia, specifically an array of jewel encrusted starbursts over her heart.

At last she spoke. “Mr. O’Keefe, I am Valessanna Nelkris, captain of the Vigilant. Dr. Beccassit has informed me that you have been fairly well returned to good health and that you are speaking our language with aplomb. That being the case, I believe that now it is time we became better acquainted.”

Horseshit, O’Keefe thought. This wasn’t a social call; she had come to pass judgment. Her tightly wound demeanor had his every instinct screaming that belief into his brain even before she had spoken. And now that she had, that belief grew even stronger.

But as she continued to stand just past the threshold and study him intently, his assessment of the situation abruptly shifted. She had come to judge him all right, but it was rather more of an appraisal than a verdict. She looked at him in the skeptical way that a persnickety owner of a classic car would scrutinize a potential mechanic before allowing him to perform work on a treasured possession. As he had foreseen, the Akadeans expected something from him, some kind of service or favor in return for their healing. The captain had not come to his ornate jail cell for the purpose of “getting acquainted.” She had more likely come looking for recompense. There was something she wanted, and she was right now trying to determine if he was capable of providing it. O’Keefe shivered just a bit at the thought of what kind of undertaking the Akadean captain might desire from someone she obviously considered to be a lesser human. Whatever she wanted, O’Keefe had a distinctly bad feeling that it would not be in his own best interests.

This is the last straw, he thought. Like she had said, he was in perfect health now. There was nothing to be gained by continuing to play along with his jailers. The time had come to stop trying to be so damn nice to the little fuckers and get in someone’s face a bit.

“Well, that’s great, captain,” he began. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting more of the ship’s crew. And I want to say first of all that I appreciate everything you guys have done for me as far as saving my life and fixing me up. I really do. But on the other hand, it was your little foray into my solar system that almost got me killed. If your people hadn’t been nosing around my property none of this would have ever happened.

“And I’ve also got to tell you, I take some exception to the way I’ve been treated on this ship. It seems I’m not allowed to leave these rooms. There are always guards at my door. The only two people that will actually speak to me will answer damn few of my questions, and as hard as it may be for you to believe, I have a lot of them. You people keep saying that I am a guest here, but I feel very much like a prisoner, and I don’t like it much. You, being the captain, could change all that, could you not?”

O’Keefe stared down at her until she was forced to drop her eyes. “Perhaps,” she said softly, as she walked with what appeared to be carefully crafted ease to a spot behind one of the overstuffed chairs. “But that depends on you.”

“Yeah,” O’Keefe said, “somehow I figured it would.” As he spoke the woman circled the chair and elegantly took a seat, crossing her legs demurely at the knee. Her spine touched the back of the upholstery, but her arms still hugged her body and her back remained ramrod straight.

“Take a seat, Mr. O’Keefe, if you don’t mind,” she said, gesturing toward the matching chair at the far end of the cocktail table. He reluctantly did as she suggested, feeling as if he were taking orders, and was painfully conscious that in comparison to her movements he more or less flopped awkwardly down onto the thick cushion. He composed himself, straightening his spine as well so his head remained well above hers, and he purposely kept his knees widely spaced, a silent reminder of his maleness even in the face of her authority.

He waited for her to speak again, but she merely sat and studied him thoughtfully. When he felt he had waited long enough, and began to chafe uncomfortably under her gaze, he cut directly to the chase. “Exactly what is it that you people want from me, captain?” he asked.

She ignored the question. “How did you come to be paralyzed?” she instead inquired pointedly.

The directness of the woman momentarily took O’Keefe aback, and his first thought was to lie, to protect his secrets. But before he could speak he thought better of it. Beccassit’s skills and the technology at his command were beyond impressive. The odds were that the doctor knew from inspecting his old wounds exactly how O’Keefe had been maimed and had already communicated that knowledge to the captain or could at the very least call into question any fabrication that he could come up with on the spur of the moment. There was nothing to be gained by falsifying his answer and everything to lose if the captain were merely testing his honesty.

“I was wounded,” he finally said. “A piece of shrapnel arranged a meeting with my spine. It was in the…” O’Keefe hesitated, searching his implant for a word meaning “war” and finding no corresponding term available. “In Vietnam. I left my hole to go get a wounded man, and I got hit. The next thing I knew I was in a hospital finding out I’d never walk again, or at least so I thought at the time. Our medical expertise is obviously not as advanced as yours.”

The captain stared at him for a long moment, her brow furrowed as if she were trying hard to understand some abstruse concept. Her mien suddenly cleared. “What is Vietnam?” she asked.

“It’s a…,” he paused, again searching for a word. Again he could not find it. The language possessed no word to express the idea of a nationstate. “Principality,” he said at last, using the best word that he could come up with, one that most nearly defined the concept. He went on, struggling to explain. “It’s a separate governmental entity from the other governmental entities on Earth.”

“Ah,” the captain said, the edges of her mouth turning slightly up in understanding. “One of your strange political partitions. But according to our records you were found in the political partition known as the United States of America. You also speak the language prevalent there. Why were you in this, ah…”

“Vietnam?”

“Yes. Why were you in this Vietnam?” She leaned slightly forward in her chair, cocking her head almost imperceptibly to one side. The seemingly inconsequential movement toward him was in fact quite significant, something not lost on O’Keefe, as he implicitly understood that this particular question was of greater than normal import to her. Thus he answered slowly, carefully.

“There was a…conflict. My political partition, the United States, sent me there. To fight.”

“To fight? Or to kill?” She drew out the word kill, and leaned even farther in his direction, unfolding her arms and clasping her hands around her uppermost knee.

“Well, both,” O’Keefe exclaimed, aggravated by her condescension. “To fight, to kill, to maybe get killed. Or maybe get mutilated, paralyzed, and confined to a wheelchair.” He did not like the direction the conversation was taking and began to raise his voice slightly. “What is this, anyway, an inquisition? It was a conflict, for…” O’Keefe realized for the hundredth time that the Akadeans had no word; except in an archaic, pagan, and polytheistic sense; for God. “Goodness sakes. That’s what people do in a conflict. They fight, they kill, they get killed.”

“That is what your people do in a conflict, Mr. O’Keefe. As hard as this may be for you to believe,” she said, mimicking the derisive tone of his opening statement, “your customary method of settling disputes is not a universal absolute. It is in fact an aberration.”

“What does that mean?” asked O’Keefe.

“It means institutionalized murder and mayhem is not a societal norm. Of the many thousands of human inhabited planets in this galaxy, only a tiny fraction has ever degenerated into the type of conflicts that are endemic to your Earth, and yours is the only such civilization, and I use that term loosely, that has yet to destroy itself. That puts you in very much the minority position. Don’t you understand why you were not previously aware of our existence? Allow me to enlighten you. It is because you are quarantined from the rest of humanity. None of our people are allowed to visit your home. Even the emissions for our worlds are blocked from reaching yours. You have been deemed too savage even to have knowledge of the greater galaxy. That is why you are a prisoner here. Because of your history, I felt the only prudent course of action open to me was to keep you confined to quarters.” She resumed her initial posture of sitting stiffly in the chair, crossed her arms over her abdomen once more, and again drummed on her elbow with three fingers.

O’Keefe sat speechless, staring at the woman, his mouth hanging loosely open, as his mind gyred in stupefaction. Her words careened about his brain as if caught in a cyclone. Degenerated. Aberration. Quarantine. Murder. For the first time in his life he felt a little soiled simply for being human. At length, he literally shook the words from his head and turned his eyes away, looking at the wall until the hypocrisy of her assertion exploded into his consciousness like a howitzer round.

“So what about these Vazileks I keep hearing about?” he asked. “It would not appear that you have been settling your differences with them over crumpets and tea.”

It was the captain’s turn to stare agape at him, and O’Keefe instantly understood that he was supposed to know nothing of the Akadeans’ own problems. But the brief moment of discomfiture fled from her face in an instant.

“They are criminals,” she stated assertively, “engaging in criminal acts. They are not a part of the Union, and in the end they will be arrested or otherwise dealt with. They will not be allowed to disrupt galactic society forever. In any case, our attempts to deal with criminal elements from the outside have absolutely nothing in common with the behavioral patterns we have witnessed on your world.”

“Right,” O’Keefe drawled derisively. “But for petty criminals it sure looks like they did a number on your ship. But that’s not my concern. I don’t care what you and your enemies do or how you propagandize your way out of your behavior with clever wording. I would, however, like to get back to the central question here. What is it you want from me?”

The captain ignored him again, and returned to her original line of questioning. “How did your United States of America “send” you to this Vietnam? Your statement sounded as if you were taken there against your will. In our investigations, we have gathered no evidence that would indicate any coercion beyond monetary compensation for such phenomena. Indeed, our studies of your media suggest that in your culture participation in conflicts of this sort is glorified, at times even ritualized as part of the transition from child to man. Explain this to me. How and why did you find yourself in the political partition of Vietnam?”

O’Keefe sighed. Options ran through his head. Should he be silent, angry, or should he just ignore her question as she had ignored his? In the end he decided it would be better to simply cooperate. Anything less would only further erode what was obviously the captain’s already low opinion of him.

“I didn’t have a whole lot of choice,” he began. “My parents were farmers and didn’t have enough money to send me to anything more than a state college, if that. But I was a good student, and I ended up getting into Annapolis.” He figured that the Captain had no idea what Annapolis was, but her eyes seemed to widen at its mention. However, she did not interrupt and he did not explain. “It was a good deal. I got a free education, a commission in the…” he paused; of course there were no words for military or Marines. He continued on another tack. “I got a good education in exchange for a promise to serve my political partition for several years afterward. I thought the conflict in Vietnam would be over by the time I graduated, but it wasn’t. So I did my duty. I went where they told me to go. I fought who they told me to fight. I was wounded. I was sent home. I was discharged. End of story.” He thought it wise, in light of her comments concerning Terran culture and war, not to mention that he had been enamored of the military from boyhood and that graduating from the academy had been the culmination of a lifelong ambition.

“So you contend that you were forced to participate in the conflict against your will. Is that correct, or is it not?”

“Well, that depends on what you mean,” O’Keefe answered, a little flustered. “No sane person looks forward to going to…to participate in a conflict, and I would have landed in the brig had I refused, but it wasn’t like someone put a gun to my head either.”

“Annapolis,” the captain said, as if musing aloud. “That is one of what you call your ‘service academies,’ is it not?”

“Yes, it is,” O’Keefe answered, surprised and at the same time a little anxious over her much more detailed knowledge of the United States than he had expected.

“Very well,” she said. O’Keefe sensed by the tone of her voice that the interview was over. “Your confinement to quarters is ended. You will have access to some further areas of the ship, but only in the company of myself, Mr. Busht, Dr. Beccassit, or Nurse Pellotte. The guards will of course accompany you as well.”

“Of course,” O’Keefe echoed sarcastically.

The Captain paused, as if stifling a comment, before continuing. “You will not, however, fraternize with any members of my crew beyond myself and the three aforementioned persons without specific permission from me, is that clear? Every effort will be undertaken to prevent any accidental meetings, but should they occur any attempt on your part to engage a crew member in any way will result in your confinement being reinstated. I will instruct Nurse Pellotte to arrange a short outing for you tomorrow after breakfast.”

O’Keefe tried to scowl at the woman but could not suppress a hint of a smile at the mention of Pellotte as an escort. The captain’s eyes narrowed knowingly in response.

“Perhaps,” she continued slyly, “we might even ease the strictures concerning the presence of the guards in some circumstances, if you prove to be cooperative.” She paused and watched intently as O’Keefe’s smile widened a bit, despite his best efforts to control the expression.

The captain nodded slightly. “We will see how things progress. It was a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. O’Keefe,” she said perfunctorily. “We will speak again. But now, I’m afraid, I must take my leave. We are preparing to commence our homeward journey, and I should be on the bridge. Please do not be alarmed if you feel a few jerks or lurches as we gain way. The inertial dampeners are not in the best of shape, but my crew is exceptionally proficient, and the ship is repaired to the extent that she is perfectly capable of getting us home safely.”

With that the captain rose with feline grace and turned to the guards, at last allowing her arms to fall to her sides. “Contact Nurse Pellotte if you please, sergeant,” she said to one of the men. “I feel certain that our guest is quite ready for his dinner.” With that she crossed to the door and was gone.

O’Keefe was still convinced that the woman wanted something from him that she could obtain nowhere else. But, beside the fact that it seemed to have something to do with his wartime experiences and his higher education, he was forced to admit that he had been unable to learn anything of substance from her.

A few minutes before, that failure would have vexed him considerably, but no longer. Now his thoughts were fixated on the possibility of time alone with Kira Pellotte. So for the time being at least, he would swallow his indignation at the strictures the Akadeans had imposed upon him and do his best to be a good boy, in the hope that his confinement would continue to become less restrictive and that his fortunes might take a turn for the better.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN:

A Pawn in Born

“The captain has ordered that the ambulatory portion of your exercise regimen is to take place outside of your quarters today. Were you aware of that?” Pellotte asked from across the dining table.

O’Keefe looked up from his rather tasty breakfast of cold cereal and a fruit-filled muffin as if aghast. “What! I don’t get to use the treadmill?” Pellotte appeared confused and he dropped the pretext. “I’m kidding, all right? Your wonderful captain,” he said sarcastically, “did mention something about me being allowed to leave my cell today while she was here last night, but I didn’t know whether to believe her.”

Pellotte looked slightly stricken. “Why would you disbelieve the captain?” she asked, as if it were inconceivable that Nelkris could be less than honest.

O’Keefe chuckled. “Jailers aren’t exactly famous for dealing openly and honestly with the inmates. Information is power, power is control, and control is what prisons are all about.” He looked squarely at his nurse, daring her to refute his logic.

“You’re not exactly a prisoner here,” she said, pouting a bit. “These rooms are a far cry from the accommodations you would find in rehab.”

“Yeah, well I’m not exactly an honored guest either, now am I?” O’Keefe had spoken sourly, and popped the last chunk of muffin into his mouth as he had finished. He washed it down with several gulps of milk before continuing. “Certainly you will admit that you’ve been instructed to refrain from discussing certain topics with me. Every time I so much as mention anything meatier than shipboard gossip you suddenly have to leave.”

“Not telling someone everything you know is hardly the same thing as lying,” Pellotte said. “And besides, all that has changed now.”

“Oh, yeah? Changed how?” O’Keefe asked.

“I am now free to speak to you about anything I wish. I think the higher-ups have decided that since I am only a nurse and not privy to any big police secrets, there is very little damage that I can do.” She smiled brightly at O’Keefe, seemingly pleased at the turn of events.

O’Keefe was pleased as well, and returned her grin to show it. “Well I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “And I’m glad to be getting out of these two rooms as well. I’ve been getting a bit stir crazy in here. Any chance that I will get to see the stars while we’re out?”

“You can’t see the stars now, silly,” she said, leaning forward toward him on her elbows and giggling. “We’re going too fast. The only starlight you would be able to see would be directly before the bow. That would be very boring.”

“You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you about how you guys get around,” O’Keefe said. “I’d always been led to believe that at great speed time is not a constant. If we’re going as fast as you say we are, isn’t it supposed to be thousands and thousands of years later when we arrive anywhere? From the point of view of the people who live wherever we are going, I mean?”

“Well it would be, if not for drive envelope.”

“Drive envelope?”

“Yes. Without the drive envelope interstellar travel would be quite impossible, unless of course you didn’t care that everyone you were going to see would be dead long before you got there, which would make traveling anywhere a fairly inane exercise.”

“Yeah, you’ve got a point there,” O’Keefe said. “So what is the drive envelope?”

“Hmmm. It is really not within the area of my expertise, and I can’t say that I have a thorough understanding of it,” Pellotte said cautiously. “But I will try to explain. As the ship begins to move, we have generators aboard that produce something of a bubble around us, confining the space around Vigilant within that bubble. That space is carried along with the ship as it moves. So even though we accelerate to great speeds, relatively speaking we are not moving at all. Therefore there is no time distortion as we approach the speed of light. And then once we get close enough to the light barrier the deep drive kicks in and off we go, traveling many times faster than light without moving through space at all.” She looked at him cheerfully as if what she had said explained everything.

O’Keefe just shook his head. “I see, I think,” he said slowly, furrowing his brow as he did so. “But how can the drives work if the space around the ship doesn’t… No. No, I’m not even going to go there.”

“Yes, I know,” Pellotte said, commiserating. “It’s all very esoteric. And I probably didn’t explain it very well either. I simply content myself with the fact that it obviously works and don’t worry too much about understanding it.”

“I don’t blame you. So back to the subject at hand, just where are you taking me this morning?”

Pellotte giggled again. “We are going to the arboretum,” she said. “I think you will enjoy it.” She leaned in toward him over the table, her chin on her fists, smiling hugely, her dimples deepening on either cheek. If O’Keefe hadn’t known better, he would have sworn she was flirting with him.

“So what do I wear,” he asked. “All I have are pajamas and work-out shorts.”

“Just pull on a robe and wear your slippers. We will have the place all to ourselves, so it hardly matters.”

“Yes, so the captain informed me,” O’Keefe said as he stood and started to make his way back to his bedroom to find his robe. “No fraternization allowed. What is she so afraid of, anyway?” He had posed the question rhetorically, so it stopped him in his tracks when Pellotte actually answered.

“Contagion,” she said mildly.

“Contagion?” he echoed, turning back to face her. “What? Am I a carrier of some dreaded disease?”

“Psychological contagion,” she clarified. “The people who originally populated your world were just like any other random set of humans descended from the original Akadeans. No one really understands exactly how your culture…turned out the way it did. The captain merely wants to make sure that kind of thing doesn’t spread.”

“That’s absurd. Are you people so fragile that I could brainwash the lot of you?” O’Keefe was angry now, and loud.

“Be nice, Hill,” Pellotte said sweetly. “Contact between you and our people is forbidden. It may very well be absurd, as you say, but whatever else it is, it is also the law. And we are the police. Because of your presence, the captain and Willet Lindy may very well be in serious jeopardy upon our return. I think it is plain that Captain Nelkris has gone out of her way to accommodate your presence here with as little discomfort as possible to everyone involved. Now be good and go get your robe and your slippers, and let’s be off for the arboretum.”

O’Keefe was still hopping mad. He wanted to further dispute the point and he did not wish to be told what to do, but at that moment he could think of no piquant riposte to counter Pellotte’s reasoning. Besides, he told himself as he turned and sullenly shuffled off toward the bedroom, arguing with a woman in deep space was probably just as futile as arguing with one on Earth.

A few minutes later he and Pellotte, accompanied by the guards, were out the door and on their way. The lifts, as usual, were off limits. Pellotte insisted that it was only because a long walk would be good for his legs, but O’Keefe didn’t believe it for an instant. They just didn’t want his presence clogging up the system and inconveniencing the crew.

They had turned right when leaving his state-room, then farther along they had taken a left. In short order they arrived at a T-intersection. To the right lay the route back to sick bay, a trek intimately familiar to O’Keefe, but Pellotte led the group off in the other direction. Now they were headed toward the bow, into a part of the ship that O’Keefe had never seen. The long corridor was still sectioned off by airtight doors, and several times they had to wait as a hatch refused to open immediately. O’Keefe suspected that the delays were a result of the presence of crew members in the next compartment that he might “contaminate.” The thought rankled him but he merely scowled and said nothing.

There was, as always, a marked difference in the outer sections of the ship from the ones closer to the hull’s core, where both sick bay and his berth were located. Out here the scars of battle were nearly as plentiful as they were farther aft. Seemingly every third compartment was disfigured by the shining plates of bare metal that robotic repairmen had fitted smoothly into the corridor’s walls and arched ceiling. Some of the patches were large enough to cover the majority of the affected section. Three times they passed robots still hard at work. O’Keefe was beginning to feel almost thankful for the comatose state that had kept him from witnessing the combat that had caused so much damage.

But the farther forward they walked, the fewer blemishes there were to be seen, until finally there were none at all. They walked onward for a bit longer before Pellotte stopped before a large hatch on the port side of the corridor, the side away from the ship’s outer skin. She pressed a control on the adjoining panel, and the door moved aside, revealing a sea of verdant green bathed in brilliant light from above. The sweet aroma of flowers in bloom wafted out into the corridor. O’Keefe breathed deeply of the fragrant, oxygenated air, savoring the sudden contrast it presented to the stale, recycled atmosphere that was pumped about the ship by Vigilant’s damaged reprocessors and that he had been breathing for weeks. He stepped gingerly through the opening and stopped just over the threshold, entranced by the beauty that was laid out before him. It hardly seemed possible that such a place could exist aboard a vessel. It was a perfect garden. Plants and shrubs of every description lined white pebbled pathways held in place by finely wrought, decorative stonework. Ornamental trees rose to almost touch the light emitting ceiling that hung some thirty feet from the floor. Brooks gurgled through the cavernous compartment, the pebbled pathways crossing them over arched wooden bridges of white. Near the center of the chamber, a fountain flung a myriad of tiny geysers into the air, their drifting spume refracting light prismatically as the tiny droplets floated downward toward the fountain’s base.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, still gazing about before turning to face Pellotte. “You must have a score of gardeners aboard.”

“Oh no,” she said, laughter sparkling in her eyes. “Vigilant takes care of this herself.” Almost as she spoke, O’Keefe sensed movement about his feet. He looked down to see a small, camouflaged vehicle with tiny metal arms grabbing up dead and fallen foliage and stuffing the debris into the covered trailer it pulled. It moved slowly away under the bushes, missing nothing as it rolled along. “Well, go on,” Pellotte said, pushing him playfully forward, “take a look around.”

He did so. He slowly wandered down the length of the path that led away from the entry, relishing his freedom not only from his rooms, but also from the chairs that had for years been both his prison and his conveyance. This was the first time since he had regained the use of his legs that he had been free to simply walk about on his own and explore. Every other step he had taken had either been in his quarters or while he was being led about in sick bay or down a corridor.

It occurred to him that this was something he had not done since his childhood on the farm. As an older teen he had been too preoccupied with sports and girls to enjoy a simple meander through the woods, while in Southeast Asia the plentiful flora had been a dangerous, fear-inspiring thing; he had thought of it only as a hiding place for the enemy. And later in life he had gone virtually nowhere that was neither paved nor floored.

He spent over an hour wending slowly and silently through every section of the arboretum, Pellotte and the guards following a respectful distance behind. At last he made his way toward the center of the compartment and took a seat on a bench facing the fountain, leaning back with his hands clasped behind his head and his legs extended luxuriously out across the pathway. He crossed them at the ankles and inhaled the scents of the garden deeply into his lungs while Pellotte took a seat next to him, her hip nearly touching his own. The guards positioned themselves on the opposite side of the fountain, far enough away so the cascading droplets produced enough small, splashing detonations to put them out of earshot.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” O’Keefe said. “It’s truly lovely, nearly as lovely as you.”

Pellotte fairly beamed at the compliment, turning slightly to more easily face him. “I thought you might like it. It is the favorite spot on the ship for many of the crew, myself included. But I particularly enjoyed this visit. Thanks to you, this is the first time that I have been here when there were so few people. Usually there is a crowd, and even more so as of late. The tropical arboretum was punctured by Vazilek weapons. The hole has been repaired, of course, but all that remains is an empty compartment, so at present this is the only large area of growing things aboard.”

O’Keefe grunted noncommittally, abruptly reminded of his quarantined status. The remembrance brought with it the nearly undeniable urge to make a satiric comment, which he somehow managed to stifle at the last moment. “So just how old are you, anyway?” he asked instead. “I know the question is probably in bad form, but I can’t help but wonder as no one here looks their age.”

“Oh, I’m young,” she said, looking at the ground. O’Keefe thought she might be attempting to hide a blush. “I turned a hundred and fortyseven three months ago.”

“A hundred and forty-seven!” O’Keefe exclaimed, loudly. Despite his intellectual acceptance of their longevity, he was still emotionally taken aback by the long life spans of which the Akadeans were capable. “You look twenty-five.”

“Well, this body is about twenty-seven if I remember correctly, so you are very close, in a way. It’s just that this is my third one. I start to get a little achy after about fifty years in an adult body, so I trade before a lot of other people would.” She acted as if she were talking about trading in an automobile, causing O’Keefe to shake his head slightly in disbelief.

“Did you keep the same one each time, or were you someone else before?”

“Oh, no,” she laughed, leaning forward and touching him lightly on the forearm. “New bodies are simply cloned shells of flesh and blood, just grown without a brain. I did have some enhancements done both times, but it’s still me. I would never move into a strange body, as it can be a little iffy, to say the least. There are always a few problems getting acclimated to a new one in any case, but those complications are greatly magnified if you trade for a body grown from someone else’s DNA. Brain damage has been known to occur. I don’t mean to say that it has never been done; there are numerous people who have over the years taken different bodies, but only those who were extremely unhappy in the one they were born with. The medical establishment, that’s me,” she said sprightly, “takes a very dim view of the practice.”

“How about implants, like this language chip you guys put in my head? Do you have the encyclopedia of medicine stashed away somewhere in your brain?”

“Oh no, I have no brain implants. We only do languages, except in very rare cases where we are attempting to rehabilitate a damaged mind. And I have never had the need for any language beyond Akadean.”

“Why do you only do language?” O’Keefe asked. After all, implants seemed like such an easy way to obtain the knowledge of the universe. “You could be an expert on any subject you chose.”

“Words don’t change,” she said simply.

“Sure they do,” he asserted forcefully, but was confused about exactly what she meant.

“Oh, they may attain different meanings over time, and new words will always come into existence, but the knowledge contained on a language chip will never be incorrect. Outdated maybe, but never incorrect. That is not true with other knowledge. Many other types of implants were tried long ago, but they never worked out very well in the long run.

“Most knowledge is always in a state of flux. What is true today may not be true tomorrow. History is my favorite example. It is the study of what has already transpired, and yet even it changes. As new evidence from the past is uncovered, people’s perceptions of the past change. But if you had an implant containing the historic record of humanity, as it was known at the time the implant was created, part of your perception would not change, it would be hard-wired so to speak, and there would be inherent contradictions that would form in your mind, thereby putting strains on your ability to reason. You would constantly be trying to discern which of your perceptions sprang from truth and which from an artificially created and now false impression. This does not happen with language. Words are expected to evolve, to have different meanings, and knowing the definition of archaic words that are no longer commonly in use or not knowing every new word that makes its way into the language hardly puts undue stress on a person’s psychological makeup.

“In the old days, they tried downloads to solve the problem of mental contradictions, but despite that effort, implants over time inevitably became obsolete and had to be replaced with newer models. Invasive replacement on a regular basis puts stress on the physical structure of the brain, risking damage. So a situation evolved where people with implanted knowledge became ever more susceptible to injury, both physical and psychological. And since the brain, or more precisely the memory and knowledge held by the brain, is the only part of us that is irreplaceable, general knowledge implants are now so regulated as to be very nearly forbidden. Not that it matters, as most people are aware of the dangers and would not accept an implant in any case.

“Oh, really,” said a sardonic O’Keefe. “How come nobody told me this before you guys stuck this thing in my head?”

“Don’t fret, my sweet patient,” Pellotte said softly. She leaned in close to him and placed a light but lingering kiss on his temple. “Your brain is in much better hands now than it was where you came from. Dr. Beccassit is an exceptionally gifted physician, almost certainly the finest ship’s doctor in the known universe. He is only aboard for this one cruise; otherwise, he spends his time as a researcher at one of our most prestigious universities. You will be just fine, trust me.”

She moved back away from him a tiny bit and then without warning gently slapped her thighs in a girlish gesture of excitement. “I almost forgot,” she said, suddenly gleefully animated. “I spoke to the captain just before I left to collect you, and you have been invited to a dinner tomorrow evening. Willet Lindy—you remember the pilot I have spoken to you about, the one who brought you back to the ship? Well, he has been agitating for some time for the chance to meet you. His wife’s family is very upper crust and politically powerful, thus she is very influential, and apparently the captain could no longer refuse the two of them. So Lindy and his wife have invited us, Dr. Beccassit, Mr. Busht, and the captain to dine in their quarters tomorrow evening. You simply must come. An invitation to dinner with Cyanne Lindy is not easily obtained and not lightly declined.” She gazed at him wide-eyed, nodding slightly as if willing him to accept.

O’Keefe just shrugged. “Sure, why not? It’s not like my social calendar is loaded up with engagements,” he said, adding “I just wish your captain wasn’t going to be there.”

“Why do you speak ill of her at every opportunity?” Pellotte demanded to know.

“Because she’s a mean little witch,” O’Keefe answered as if that fact should have been abundantly clear to anyone.

“Shush,” Pellotte scolded him, “she is not. She has suffered a great loss. Her husband was chief cartographer on the Pathfinder, a survey vessel that disappeared without a trace some years ago. She knows not if he is alive or dead. The wound in her heart causes her to come across as harsh sometimes, but she is in truth a warm and compassionate person.”

“How do you know all this?” O’Keefe asked suspiciously.

“My fiancé was a med tech aboard the Restless, a police frigate. It was the first police vessel lost to the Vazileks.” Her eyes became glassy, staring vacantly ahead at nothing. “I assume that Suven is dead, but I, like Valessanna, cannot say with certainty. In any case, the ship’s psychiatric doctor knew of our similar bereavements. She thought it would be beneficial for the two of us to confide in each other. She was correct.”

O’Keefe exhaled as his chest tightened in response to what his clumsy curiosity had elicited. He suddenly felt extraordinarily small. “I’m sorry,” was all he could say.

“Don’t be. You’re not responsible.” Her tone indicated that her answer was a rehearsed response, a falsehood she used to ease the remorse of thoughtless people like himself. It made O’Keefe feel even worse.

“Come,” she said. “We must go. We can’t keep the rest of the crew from the Arboretum all day.” She rose, and O’Keefe followed her back to his quarters, still feeling like a fool and afraid to pry for any more information lest he again get more than he had bargained for.
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The next evening O’Keefe was in his bedroom when the door chimed, and he heard the soft susurration of the entry hatch sliding aside. Despite his best efforts to ignore it, he found the whole process terribly annoying. Why did the damn fools bother to ring the chime if they were only going to walk right in anyway? But he forced himself to ignore the indignity of it all. He was looking forward to getting out of solitary confinement for the evening and did not wish to do or say anything that might jeopardize the limited amount of freedom being offered him.

He heard the voices of the doctor and Pellotte in the other room, calling out his name. Ambling slowly toward the sound in his pajamas and slippers, he put on his best face, trying not to appear ornery. He needn’t have bothered as what he saw when he made his way into the main room widened his eyes and slackened his jaw, putting any chance of pique to flight. The doctor was out of uniform; instead he wore a white silk shirt and black trousers, covered by a long black coat that did an admirable job of hiding the rotundity of his belly. Beneath his beard, O’Keefe could see a red cravat with a satin sheen tied fastidiously around his neck.

But it was Pellotte’s attire that had really grabbed O’Keefe’s attention. She wore a creamy, diaphanous jump suit that was halter topped and backless. The pants were pleated and baggy, the hems tied tightly just above the heeled sandals that she wore, revealing only the barest outline of her well-shaped legs. But above the waist, the fabric was tightly stretched over her bust, leaving little to the imagination, while beneath her jeweled choker the neckline plunged meretriciously down to a spot well below her navel.

“May I take it by your tactless ogling that you find my outfit attractive?” she asked, feigning offense.

“Yeah,” O’Keefe sputtered, still unable to pull his eyes away from her torso as Beccassit chuckled off to the side.

“Well, I expect my dinner date to dress in a similarly suitable fashion. You can’t go out with me looking like that,” she said, taking a fabric bag that the doctor had been carrying and tossing it lightly to O’Keefe. “I had some things made up for you. I hope you like them. Now go change. Quickly, or we will be late.”

He retreated back into the bedroom, his fingers struggling to release the knotted drawstring that kept the velvety sack Pellotte had thrown him from opening. When it was finally untied he stripped out of his clothing and emptied the contents of the bag onto his bed. He found and donned a pair of silky boxer shorts and black, calf-high socks. There was also a white shirt with a black jacket and pants, much like what the doctor wore. He slipped into the shirt and found it had a slick quality that left him feeling like a pimp readying himself for an evening out on the town. He picked up the pants, rubbing the material between a thumb and two fingers, testing it. It felt thick and substantial as he abraded it, yet it was, like the material of the shirt, as slick and pliable as satin to a casual touch. He quickly pulled on the pants and found that not only were they warm and cozy, but that the wrinkles they had incurred from being stuffed tightly into the small sack fell away completely before he was finished adjusting the waistband. Upon donning the jacket he found that it too was equally as comfortable and quickly became just as well pressed. Grabbing the pair of shiny black shoes that still lay on the bed, he pulled them on, and with no further action on his part, they tightened snugly around his feet. He took a few paces around the room. The footwear felt sumptuous over his metatarsals and spongy under his heels. It was if he was walking barefoot over foam rubber.

He crossed the room to the mirror and scanned a reflection he hardly recognized—that of a dandyish, long-haired boy wearing a silken monkey suit from hell. But at least it was a comfortable monkey suit, he reasoned.

He ran his fingers through his hair, pushing it back and away from his forehead before returning slowly and with a great deal of uncertainty to the main room. He felt extremely self-conscious as he entered, the gazes of the two attendant Akadeans sweeping over him like heat. But Pellotte clapped her hands together delightedly at his appearance and made a show of buttoning his coat, adjusting it, and fussing over him in general. He protested her attentions without meaning it, as her assiduous approval of his new attire had the very real effect of making him feel a great deal better about the way he looked.

Once she was done doting on him she took his arm and they followed the doctor out into the passageway. As they exited O’Keefe noticed for the first time that the two guards, displaying behavior contrary to every previous arrival of visitors at his door, had not entered his quarters with them and were instead waiting outside. They appeared to be momentarily nonplussed at O’Keefe’s new appearance, but quickly regained their normal, blank expressions before settling into stride behind the three of them.

Beccassit led the party a short way down the passage and halted before an open hatchway. For the first time O’Keefe was to be allowed to use a lift, as all five of the party squeezed into a car slightly smaller than an average sized elevator. Pellotte pressed closely against his side in the confining space, and when the lift accelerated horizontally away, he was pleased to feel her clinging even more tightly to his arm for support. After only a very short ride, the lift quickly slowed and came to a halt, opening only a few paces from their destination, a door that had apparently been programmed to recognize them. It slid aside at their approach and the three of them entered the Lindy residence, leaving the guards out in the corridor.

The quarters were a near mirror image of O’Keefe’s; they were perhaps slightly smaller, but not by much. Judging by the second in command’s acidic comments concerning the accommodations that had been procured for him by Dr. Beccassit, O’Keefe was certain the size and opulence of the Lindys’ quarters was more a testament to the importance of Cyanne Lindy than to any perks her aviator husband was due.

But unlike O’Keefe’s quarters, which despite their luxury still clearly retained the air of a temporary abode, these rooms were lavishly decorated in the style of a permanent home. The walls were ivory and featured large, floor to ceiling faux windows with utterly realistic views that made the room appear to be nestled against a mountain’s snowcapped peak at sunset. He was to realize over the course of the evening that the view was synchronized to the time. As the counterfeit sun slowly sank in the sky, its dying rays were ultimately replaced by the semi-darkness of a night lit by several moons.

For reasons he could not have described succinctly, the windows had the effect of making O’Keefe somewhat ill at ease. He could not seem to keep his eyes from them. Perhaps it was the perfection of a thing that could only be an illusion. Or maybe it was just that he felt such ostentation to be out of place on a fighting ship such as he perceived Vigilant to be. But whatever the reasons, the windows caused a seed of anxiety to sprout beneath his ribs. Throughout the evening the windows would repeatedly draw his gaze in the same way that a wary child eyes a bully across the playground.

At the sides of the overly realistic windows were hung thick, ice blue draperies that perfectly matched the upholstery of the chairs and settees that populated the room. The floor, from eye level, appeared to be formed by rough, interlocking planks of bleached and knotted wood. But the expanse felt utterly and unnaturally smooth beneath the soles of O’Keefe’s shoes. The wooden floor, if that was its actual composition, was for the most part covered by deeply knapped rugs of a darker blue than the furniture and the drapery. All of them had intricate designs woven into their borders and seemed specifically designed to fit beneath the various groupings of upholstery, perhaps to keep the pieces from sliding about over the slickness of the floor.

Wood burned in an exquisitely crafted stone fireplace set into the wall to his left, between two of the faux windows. O’Keefe knew that it too could not be genuine, yet it produced heat and embers fell away from the flaming logs to form piles of glowing coals beneath the grate. And despite the welcome warmth it generated, it too left O’Keefe uneasy.

In the back of the room there was a large, wooden, rectangular table, finished in a lustrous chestnut brown. Seated around it in matching, austere chairs were First Officer Busht, the captain, and another couple that he did not recognize. As they entered, the unrecognized man rose from his chair and, smiling warmly, came forward from around the table to greet them. He was a smallish man, even by Akadean standards, with an angular face and a long thin nose framed by engaging blue eyes. Long, blonde locks grew from his scalp and were now tied back into a braided pony tail that fell nearly to the middle of his back. For clothing he wore a shining gold tunic over flimsy and flowing trousers of azure, the legs of which were embellished with geometric patterns in navy blue.

Padding lightly, he confidently crossed the room and embraced the doctor warmly. He repeated the procedure with Pellotte, kissing her lightly on the lips before he pulled away. When he turned to O’Keefe, Hill stuck out his hand as if to shake, and the man ignored it, embracing him as well, in a way O’Keefe thought to be too familiar a touch between two males. He awkwardly patted the man’s shoulder blade with the hand that had been outstretched while the Akadean hugged him, the top of his head only reaching to a point several inches below O’Keefe’s chin. “Welcome,” the man said earnestly, as he stepped back from O’Keefe; “Welcome to our home away from home.”

He proceeded to study O’Keefe from head to toe. The smile, less pronounced now but seemingly genuine, still played across his lips. “It seems you’ve made a fine recovery since last I saw you,” he finally pronounced.

“Yes, I suppose I have,” O’Keefe answered, “Thanks to your medical staff.” He inclined his head in the direction of Beccassit and Pellotte.

At that, the doctor cut in. “This, Hill, as I am sure you have already guessed, is Willet Lindy. He was the pilot of the craft that rescued you.”

“Thank you,” O’Keefe said. “I’m in your debt.”

“Nonsense,” Lindy retorted. “Any honorable person would have done the same.” He emphasized the word honorable, leaving O’Keefe to guess that the accentuation was meant to prick the conscience of someone else within earshot. “Come,” he said, gently pulling O’Keefe by his left arm. “Meet my wife.”

As he spoke, the other stranger stood and walked gracefully round the table. O’Keefe turned to take his first good look at her and found her to be radiantly beautiful. She was about the height of her husband, maybe even a bit taller, and her skin tone was the same rich brown that seemed to be the hallmark of all Akadeans. Her high-cheekboned face was more oval than round; with soft, wide eyes that shone with intelligence and full, voluptuous lips. Obsidian hair flowed down her back to below her waist like a silent waterfall of polished ebony. She wore a reflective, high-collared, silvery garment that looked vaguely Oriental to O’Keefe, and covered her from Adam’s apple to ankles.

She approached him regally and looked up at him as if searching for an answer in his face. After a moment, apparently satisfied at what she had found, she spoke. “I am Cyanne. My husband has spoken of you,” she said simply. “Welcome.” She then took him by his right arm and led him toward the table. “Please, take a seat and help yourself,” she said, gesturing to a salver filled with empty, elegant glassware and ewers containing varying amounts of colorful liquids.

Pellotte took the chair next to him, sliding it a little closer to his own chair as she did so. “Let me,” she said, reaching over the table for two glasses, and then for one of the pitchers. “This is emerdal. You should try this.” As she poured a small amount of the lavender liquid into the glasses, O’Keefe found that his language implant allowed him to know that emerdal was a sweet and potent alcoholic beverage, one that was often served as a before or after dinner drink.

He took the glass that Pellotte offered him, swirling the liquid it contained beneath his nose. The concoction possessed an aroma of fruit that seemed pleasant enough, he thought, that is if one wished for a drink that was more like dessert, at least from an olfactory standpoint. Hesitantly, he took a small sample of a sip but was still unprepared for the intensity of the taste. Emerdal had the flavor of exceptionally concentrated raspberry sherbet in a satiny liquid form, combined with enough alcoholic heat to make O’Keefe estimate that it was something in the neighborhood of fifty proof. He took another sip, rolling the liquid around his tongue for several long, delicious moments before he swallowed. It was so exquisitely ambrosial that the inside of his cheeks nearly ached from the tangy sweetness. An unconscious, slow, and soft, “Oh, my” escaped his lips. Pellotte twittered softly beside him. He turned his head to her and, smiling, said “You’re right, this is very good. Now if I only had a…”

“Had a what?” she asked.

“Never mind,” he said, shaking his head in futility. There was no word in Akadean for cigarette.

O’Keefe set his drink on the rich wood of the table, partly because he could tell by its kick that consuming it too quickly would be a very bad idea and partly because he wished to take a moment to survey his present company. He sat facing the counter the separated the kitchen from the forward section of the room. Pellotte sat to his left, still acting girlish and continuously touching him with some part of her body. The doctor occupied the head of the table to his right. Next to the doctor but facing O’Keefe sat Cyanne Lindy. She leaned slightly to her left, her elbows propped on the table, engaging Beccassit in a conversation about people that O’Keefe had never heard of. He got the impression from those few words he could hear clearly that the conversation had something to do with politics.

Lindy sat to his wife’s right, engaged in an animated conversation about flying with Busht, who sat to his right. The two of them were speaking loudly enough to nearly drown out the doctor and Cyanne. Lindy’s hands climbed, banked, and dove through the air before him as he attempted to demonstrate the maneuvers of which he spoke. Lastly, the captain sat silently opposite Beccassit, dressed, like Busht, in a gold uniform. But unlike the ones O’Keefe had seen her wear before, this one was more extravagantly beaded with the jeweled designs that he assumed were the symbols of rank and looked to be made of thinner and more elegant fabric. He did not meet her gaze but was peripherally aware that she never dropped her eyes from him. She seemed to be studying his every move.

The kitchen, unlike the one in his quarters, was obviously well stocked. Delectable scents drifted out over the table from the little galley, reminding O’Keefe of his hunger. Over the counter he could see the splayed metallic arms of a robot; chopping, stirring, and measuring quantities while tending skillets and pans. He had never thought much about where the food came from on board as it had simply been brought to him in his quarters, but now he found it somewhat unsettling to know that the Akadeans had machines for chefs. It was something akin to machines turning out paintings or sculptures; it seemed to deaden the creativity and flair of preparing a gourmet meal.

He leaned over to Pellotte and asked, “Does everyone but me have one of those to cook for them?”

“Oh, my goodness, no!” she said. Moving close enough to him that her breasts pressed against his bicep, she whispered in his ear. “I told you about this. Cyanne comes from a very important family, a very wealthy family. That’s how a pilot and his wife rate quarters like this. The rest of us have no room for any domestic bots. We all eat the fare that the auto-kits crank out. The same things you’ve been eating. You’re in for a treat tonight.” She took a long sip of her emerdal, licking her lips suggestively afterwards, and let the pressure of her breasts linger against O’Keefe’s arm, long enough to give him the distinct impression that dinner might not be the only treat in store for him.

Before that moment, in large part due to the Akadeans’ increasingly obvious belief that he was some sort of dangerous barbarian, he had never realistically considered Pellotte as anything more than a fantasy to be enjoyed as he lay alone in his quarters. Now desire was mounting in his loins to a fever pitch. He took a large swallow of the emerdal and began trying his best to concentrate on mental replays of Joe Montana’s Super Bowl performances, hoping the diversion would douse the fire raging through his body and avoid a potential embarrassment if he was for some reason expected to rise from his chair.

As he sat wrestling with his recently reinvigorated hormones, the robot chef came trundling smoothly out of the kitchen on soft rubber tires. Much to O’Keefe’s relief, everyone at the table turned their heads to watch its approach but remained seated. The machine was laden with trays of fine china, crystal, and silverware; yet it still moved easily around the table and the guests, using its slender body of globes connected by axle-like shafts to bend a thousand different ways. Its many long and multiply jointed arms easily reached over or around the guests to set the table; the robot’s movements so precise that the placing of each plate made absolutely no detectable sound. The machine rolled back to the kitchen but returned in short order with large bowls of salad complete with an assortment of dressings and toppings that it placed in the center of the table. With Pellotte’s help O’Keefe was able to pick out a zesty combination and soon he was delightedly munching away.

He chewed slowly, relishing the flavors in his bowl, and more importantly attempting to emulate Akadean etiquette lest the other guests find yet another reason to regard him as a savage. The table fell largely silent except for small talk and the comforting, domiciliary sound of utensils on porcelain. Meanwhile the robot brought dish after dish to the table until the length of it was completely covered with steaming platters and bowls. O’Keefe recognized some of the fare, like the peppery roast beef in gravy that bubbled with the aroma of garlic, and the spiced potatoes with bacon and cheese. There were other dishes he was sure he had never seen before, but every entrée that was laid out before him smelled perfectly delicious.

As the diners finished their salads and the bowls were taken away, Lindy began the heart of the meal by reaching for the nearest dish and passing it to his wife, who served herself and in turn passed it on to Beccassit. When the Doctor had taken a portion and held the dish out to O’Keefe, he reached for it gingerly, as the vessel appeared to be slick and ceramic while its contents still emitted a substantial column of steam. To his surprise, the outside of the dish was not only cool to the touch, it was exceedingly easy to grasp, almost adhering to his fingers. In its interior lay the roast beef and gravy. He took a healthy serving, filling nearly a third of his plate, and passed it on to Pellotte. And so it went until every dish had made its way completely round the table.

Again, save for the well-deserved compliments concerning the food, the meal passed devoid of conversation of any significance. Everyone was more concerned with sating their appetites. Pellotte had not been mistaken; this was indeed a treat. The repast was the best that O’Keefe could remember having enjoyed in years, and certainly the best he had had since finding himself aboard Vigilant. When he finished his plate, which was well before anyone else despite both the heaping volume of food he had laden over the china and his best efforts to consume it slowly, he poured himself another glass of emerdal and relaxed, the glowing warmth of the liquor penetrating every fiber of his frame. It was the first alcohol he had ingested since the night of the Vazilek attack, and it felt wonderful. Shortly, the others began to finish up and poured drinks of their own as the Lindys’ automaton servant rolled in and began to clear the table.

When the dishes were gone and everyone possessed a drink, the captain unexpectedly and abruptly addressed O’Keefe. “Mr. O’Keefe,” she began, “I’m very pleased that you were able to attend this evening. It gives me the chance to ask your advice about a certain situation we have encountered, something I hadn’t the time to address at our first meeting.”

“You want my advice?” O’Keefe asked, his voice thick with suspicion and incredulity. He turned to face her directly for the first time since he had entered the room.

“Of course. Why do you think we came all the way to your world? To see the sights? No, we were seeking information, and that makes your opinions quite valuable to us. Your home is unique in its own way. Of the few planets that did, before the Reunification, devolve into violent confrontations between rival factions, your people are the only ones to survive. Despite your fearsome weaponry and propensity for wholesale destruction, you seem somehow capable of putting an end to your hostilities before destroying yourselves. It is that ability that we came to study, as we have been forced into something resembling one of your conflicts ourselves, as you duly noted in our conversation the evening before last. And since the perpetrators are nearly impossible to arrest; they have proven to be extraordinarily elusive; we seek a way to reach a more cordial relationship with them. We seek to end the antipathy.”

“I take it we’re still talking about those Vazileks, the people who damaged this ship and damn near killed me?”

“That is exactly of whom I speak.”

“And you want me to tell you how to make…” O’Keefe hesitated. They had no word for peace. Why would they, he thought. Without war, the concept of peace did not exist. “How to restore normalcy,” he concluded.

“Yes, that’s it exactly. Tell us how your people would ‘restore normalcy’ in such a situation.”

The paranoid part of O’Keefe—the little voice deep in his gut that was never entirely silent—urged caution. He shouldn’t tell these people anything about anything. But the emerdal had loosened his inhibitions as well as his tongue, and the little voice went unheeded.

“Well, I’d love to help you out,” he said with an ironic laugh, “but I’m pretty much operating in the dark here. I mean, it was only yesterday that my nurse,” he nodded to Pellotte, “gained permission to speak frankly with me. If you want me to analyze your strategy you are going to have to stop being so secretive about everything and tell me what’s going on, give me some background.”

“Colvan,” the captain said, startling the Exec. “You’re our resident history buff. Why don’t you bring our abber—,” the Captain grimaced ever so slightly, “ah, our friend, up to speed on our current situation?”

Busht sat suddenly straighter in his chair, collected himself, and then began. “I have no idea what you have been able to learn since your arrival, Mr. O’Keefe, so I’ll simply give you a short version of a very long story.” Condescension coated his enunciation like honey. “Human history is divided into two epochs, called pre-Cataclysm and post-Cataclysm respectively. The second epoch begins with the destruction, roughly forty thousand years ago, of the Akadean sphere and the splintering of the remnants of humanity. This epoch is divided into two periods as well, the Reunification and the Expansion. The Reunification denotes those millennia when the remains of scattered, pre-Cataclysm civilizations struggled to regain contact with one another and once again form a unified society. The goal of reunification was achieved, with a few notable exceptions such as your Earth, nearly thirty thousand years ago with the formal ratification of the Principles of Cooperation, followed several thousand years later by the Union Constitution. The year the constitution was enacted is considered as the beginning of the Age of Expansion, although significant colonization did in fact occur before even the Principles were signed.

“So for well over thirty thousand years a unified mankind has been spreading its influence over more and more of the galaxy. The ideological underpinning of the expansionist policy is to make impossible another disaster of the scope of the Cataclysm, where very nearly the whole of humanity was destroyed by a single event. We seek to restore the glory of past human civilization while avoiding the pitfalls that ensnared our ancestors. Because of this policy, it at one time had seemed that nothing could stop the human race from spreading across the whole of the galaxy.

“But about five years ago a freighter did not return from a routine voyage to a colony on the outer rim. Message drones were dispatched to the colony to inquire as to the vessel’s whereabouts, but none of the missives were ever answered. At last the police frigate Restless was sent to investigate.”

As Busht mentioned the Restless O’Keefe saw a short display of empathy between the Captain and Pellotte, a nearly imperceptible exchange of glances, which only someone cued to their shared bereavements would have noticed. If the exec saw it, it did nothing to slow his narrative.

“A few months later a drone arrived at police headquarters. The messages within detailed the fate of the Restless. When the ship reached the Aloris colony, it was found to be devoid of human life. There was much destruction and everything of value had been looted. The previously dispatched, outward bound drones were recovered; their messages never having been accessed. As the investigation proceeded, four ships of unknown origin appeared and proceeded to fire on the Restless. When it was certain the frigate could not escape, her captain launched his own drone, sending it back to headquarters. Nothing more was ever heard from the ship or the crew.

“At first it was assumed that we had unknowingly impinged upon the space of an intelligent, technologically capable species of which we had been previously unaware. Since it was clear they resented our intrusion, the Union evacuated the area, the decision being made to expand in other directions. However, the depredations continued. More colonies, colonies closer to the heart of the Union, were set upon and devastated while sightings of strange ships poured in from wider and wider swaths of the galaxy. Each time these ships were approached they refused communication and disappeared beyond the light barrier.

“Finally a force of three police cruisers patrolling an area very near where other colonies had previously been assailed came upon a weaker group of smaller ships belonging to the aliens. They were in the process of attempting to raze yet another outpost. The perpetrators resisted arrest, and in the ensuing melee one of their ships was destroyed, another disabled, while the remainder fled. The disabled ship refused orders to stand down, self-destructing rather than facing justice. One of our cruisers was heavily damaged by the blast.

“However, they had been far from completing their work on the planet’s surface. There were many survivors scattered about that had escaped capture. They told a tale of mayhem, murder, and abduction committed not by an angered and unknown race, but by a motley mixture of beings; including cyborgs, robotic creations, and even hybrid creatures—genetic creations of animal flesh with near human intelligence, their bodies augmented with mechanical implants and attachments. But the most alarming facet of the story they related was that many, if not most, of the attackers had been human. The wreckage the aliens left behind was probed, and human DNA, DNA not belonging to the colonists, was discovered, verifying the inconceivable accounts of the survivors. According to those survivors, the criminals called themselves Vazileks and were utterly ruthless, seeming to actually enjoy the spree of enslavement, torture, rape, and murder that they initiated upon their arrival.”

Busht’s countenance changed as he spoke. Where before there had been scorn and derision for O’Keefe in his words, now only revulsion showed in his demeanor. He gazed across the room at nothing, his mien reminiscent of the “thousand-yard stare” O’Keefe had become so familiar with in Vietnam. Suddenly it occurred to him that this was not a secondhand account. Busht had been a witness to this atrocity. Perhaps everyone in the room had seen it. O’Keefe thought it a good bet that Vigilant had been one of the three cruisers that had caught the killers in the act.

“Naturally, the discovery that humans were among those behind the attacks caused great consternation in the legislature as well as in the High Council,” Busht continued. “There was no comprehension of how intelligent Homo sapiens could sanction such abominable conduct. More data was needed. After much debate, it was decided to send a scientific expedition to study firsthand the only other known concentration of humans to exhibit similar behavioral traits. Thus you,” an aberrant barbarian, words Busht did not use but that O’Keefe could read plainly on his face, “have through random chance been brought to us, and now sit at our dinner table.”

O’Keefe sighed. There was nothing more annoying than judgmental people prattling on about a subject they knew nothing about. In this regard he judged Busht and the captain to be of the same ilk. They considered themselves superior to the primitive aberrant they had picked up on some out of the way planet, so now when they needed advice from that same barbarian it was a foregone conclusion they would not accept it. They had both spoken to him of war, yet they had so little real knowledge of the concept that their language did not even include the word. To them war was a reality that existed only in the dark corners of the universe and certainly never in their enlightened society. They wanted reassurance that war was not really what they faced, that there was a way out, some arcane conjure known only to aberrants like himself, some quick and easy wisdom that he could impart to them to save them from their fate.

For a moment he considered a lie, a balm that would ingratiate him to the two of them, and hopefully allow him more freedom. But although O’Keefe would lie in a heartbeat to gain a tactical advantage over an enemy or even a potential enemy, there was none of the shyster in him—there never had been. These people had asked for his advice in, for the most part at least, an honorable fashion, and in return they would get his unvarnished opinion. And that was a shame, he felt, as it would definitely end any chance of his getting out of his quarters more often.

“Let me get this straight,” he began. “These people are attacking the perimeter of your civilization. They’re killing your people. They’ve taken prisoners. You’ve sighted them repeatedly throughout your domain and they have fled at your approach. They’ve been doing all this for years, and it has only gotten worse. This is what you’re telling me?”

He looked directly into the eyes of the captain and waited for a response. But she had that nebulous, insensate look of someone being led from darkness into light and still being unable to see. At last she nodded hesitantly, confirming his postulations, yet confusion still reigned over her features.

“Well I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I think it should be obvious what’s happening here,” O’Keefe continued. “The provocations you have described are almost certainly a prelude to…” Damn, he thought, they have no word for invasion, either. “They are going to attack you, and not in the way you normally use the word attack. This won’t be an attack of hunger or of sickness; this will be an attack of violence. They will come after you in a bloodthirsty, homicidal, merciless way. At that point there will be no more of these pinprick attacks; instead, you’re going to get a big one. They are going to try to eventually subjugate you, all of you, to their rule.” He would have used the word conquer, were there an Akadean equivalent, but of course there was not.

“Don’t you see? These probing attacks are meant to test your response. And what do you think they are doing with the captives they’ve taken? Don’t you suppose there is a good chance that they are interrogating them, squeezing them for information, the kind of information that you don’t seem to have about them? And the vessels you’ve spotted, do you think they are out there just cruising around the galaxy for the fun of it? No, they’re gathering intelligence. Surveying your strengths and determining your weaknesses, finding your means of production and population centers while scouting the defenses you have to protect them. I, of course, have no idea what kind of time frame you’re looking at, but if they have been doing this for as long as you say they have, they are probably ramped up by now and just about ready to come after you. If I were you I would start making preparations, start finding out as much as you can about them, and preparing for the worst. It may be too late now, but if they give you the time to gather intelligence and then group your forces, I would hit them first. I’d try and put them on the defensive. They’ve certainly given you ample provocation; you should have gone after them long ago.”

The captain, and everyone else at the table, still gazed at him blankly. Cyanne Lindy was the first to speak. “When you say ‘hit them first,’ exactly what does that mean?”

“It means to be the first one to launch a major attack. To do it to them before they do it to you. With the right intelligence, it is possible to engage even a significantly stronger enemy and still have an excellent chance of success. If you mass your forces at the point of attack, it is generally not all that difficult to punch through a spread out defense. Once you have done that, you exploit your advantage. You keep his forces tied down trying to defend against your incursion while at the same time going after his strategic assets, his means of production. Not only does this force him to react to you, rather than vice versa, it systematically reduces his ability to fight. And as long as you can keep him on the defensive, it is very difficult for him to launch his own attack against your assets.”

Cyanne had listened to O’Keefe with rapt attention, but now skepticism limned her features. “I take it you mean that we should use the police to destroy their shipyards, factories, and such, that is assuming we can find them, in an effort to put an end to their capability to produce weapons with which to attack us. Is this correct?”

“Exactly,” O’Keefe said, surprised at the strategic acumen the woman displayed.

He waited for a response from Busht or the captain, but they had ceded control of the conversation to Lindy’s wife. “But it is a foregone conclusion that many people would be killed using such a strategy,” she opined, looking grieved. “Many of whom may have had nothing to do with the attacks on our people. That hardly seems just.”

“Well, yes,” O’Keefe said haltingly, “there is always a certain amount of collateral damage.”

“I see,” Cyanne said thoughtfully. “And what of the ships they already possess?”

“Well, you’ll have to destroy them in detail. There’s no getting around that.”

“But it is abundantly clear that the Vazileks have no love for us as it is. If we kill the innocent and willfully destroy their property, would not that only inflame their passions further? And if the Vazileks already possess a fleet with which to attack us, I fail to see how the policy you advocate would result in putting an end to their rapaciousness. It seems to me that such a strategy would only widen the gulf of misunderstanding between us.”

“I think you are mistaken to believe that their attacks are the result of some kind of a misunderstanding,” O’Keefe retorted, a hint of exasperation creeping into his voice. “I mean, think about it. If people want to get along with other people, there is very little to keep them from doing so. They could simply make the decision to get along and that would be the end of it. The truth is there are people who simply don’t wish to be friendly to other people. They want to fight.

“And of course they will be upset if you attack them. They will be mad at you, plenty mad at you. And yes, attacking them won’t provide an instant panacea for your problem. Conflicts of this nature are not for the fainthearted. You’re going to have to keep the pressure on them. You’re going to have to inflict enough casualties and destruction on them to make them understand that it is in their best interest to leave you alone. Only then can you expect to have a return to normalcy. Otherwise they are just going to keep attacking you.”

Cyanne leaned back into her chair, looking perplexed. “So it is your contention,” she said, “that in order to gain what we seek, we must first engage in the very thing that we abhor and are trying desperately to avoid. Is this correct?”

“Yes,” O’Keefe said emphatically. “That’s it exactly.”

“I don’t mean to be insulting, Mr. O’Keefe, but I see no logic to your reasoning. We have been made extremely angry by the depredations of the Vazileks. By your own admission, they would be very upset with us if we were to reply in kind. If this is indeed the case, it makes no sense for the two of us to fight. If neither side desires the inevitable miseries inherent in any conflict, then logically, there should be a way to avoid the conflict entirely. This is the option that we have chosen to pursue, and this is where we need enlightenment. We know that your world has conclusively ended similar conflicts. We wish to know precisely how that was accomplished and apply it to our own situation.”

O’Keefe took his head in his hand, kneading his forehead between his thumb and four fingers, his eyes tightly shut, forcing himself toward rationality and fighting down the urge to simply disparage the woman and her simplistic moralizing.

“Well,” he said, at last, “you could always surrender. You could march meekly into slavery and death, but I don’t think you really want to do that. So let’s try this one more time. There are several ways that conflicts have been ended on Earth. One way is by propagandizing the issue. If you are fighting an open society, it is possible to turn their own population against a conflict, thereby forcing their leaders to negotiate. But since you don’t know where these people live, and they refuse to communicate with you in any way, this doesn’t appear to be an option for you.

“A second way is to blockade them, to interdict their commerce, forcing them to sue for an end to the conflict. But again, you have to know where they came from originally and where they are at present for this to work, so I think it would be a little beyond your means to accomplish a blockade.

“You can also incite revolution. If there is a faction in a society opposed to a conflict, you can aid them in an attempt to overthrow the leadership that is prosecuting the conflict, and then negotiate a return to normalcy with the new leadership if the attempt is successful. However, if you are not successful, you will almost certainly harden the current leadership’s resolve to continue the fight. And again, it’s exceedingly clear that you have no idea if there are competing factions within their hierarchy or whether the leadership enjoys monolithic support for their actions.

“All of these options can lead to the end of a conflict, but all of them require a lot more intelligence about your adversary than you appear to possess. The only thing that you seem to know about these people is that some of them are human, all of them are ruthless, and that they prefer suicide to surrender. And I’ve got to tell you, that set of facts doesn’t augur well for any solution besides fighting back. I can state almost categorically from my knowledge of the history of such conflicts on Earth that these people are fanatics. They are spoiling for a fight, and if you don’t give them one, they are going to eventually roll over you. They are never going to negotiate with you.

“The dilemma here is that you are looking for a rational solution to a problem caused by irrational people. Sure, if they were rational, you could find a way to engage them and put a stop to their attacks. But if they were rational, they wouldn’t be attacking you in the first place. What you have on your hands is a fight, one that you seem to want no part of, but one that you are going to have to engage in nonetheless. I’m sure you don’t like what I’m saying, but you asked for my opinion and what I’ve told you is my opinion, and unless you have some other information that I’m not privy to, it’s not going to change.” He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms as he did so, sending a clear message that he considered the discussion over.

Cyanne inclined her head slightly toward him. “Then it would seem we are destined to disagree, Mr. O’Keefe, but I thank you for your input. Your insights will give us much to ponder.”

For the first time O’Keefe became conscious of the tension that had settled over the table during his exchange with Cyanne. In the silence that followed it was palpable. Lindy broke the spell by standing to reach for a pitcher of emerdal.

“It seems the dessert is not quite ready,” he announced, smiling amicably around the table. “So we all simply must have another drink.” He poured liberal amounts into each guest’s goblet. “To good friends,” he said, raising his glass in the air, “and impassioned debate.” Everyone at the table raised their drinks as well, echoing his sentiments before sipping the emerdal. O’Keefe was surprised to find the liquid still ice cold, despite the time the ewers had spent sitting on the table, and further noticed that there was no condensation on the outside of the pitchers or his glass. The Akadeans seemed to have technology for every occasion.

His tablemates settled back into good-natured conversation—the captain and Busht talking shop, the Lindys and Beccassit discussing an art acquisition that hung on the far wall, while Pellotte seemingly could not keep her hands off O’Keefe as she made small talk about nothing.

The domestic robot soon appeared with dessert—a delicate, fluffy, chocolate concoction that O’Keefe found to be utterly satisfying. For once he was the last to finish as he allowed each tiny fork-full to dissolve slowly on his tongue while he savored its flavor melting onto his taste buds. After the last morsel had been consumed he reached to refill his now empty glass with emerdal only to have Pellotte intercept his hand.

“No more,” she said. “I can’t have you getting too inebriated tonight.”

A moment later she was addressing the entire assemblage, making goodbyes for both herself and O’Keefe while explaining it was time for her to get him back to his quarters. O’Keefe thanked Cyanne and endured another embrace from Lindy while Pellotte got hugs all around. Then they were out the door, trailed by the two guards.
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As soon as the door slid shut behind the aberrant and Pellotte, Valessanna looked at Cyanne and shook her head dejectedly. “I know,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me.”

“I am deeply sorry, Val,” Cyanne said. “But his ideas are utterly barbaric. He appears to be beyond reclamation. After what I have heard tonight I simply cannot recommend to my mother or any other high councilor that the Union make any attempt to use this man to aid or advise us. It would seem that our effort to gain information from the aberrant world has failed, and that there are sound reasons for the laws of quarantine. But we mustn’t lose heart. We will pursue other avenues, and we will find a solution. We will find a way to open pathways of communication between ourselves and the Vazileks on our own. Then we will put an end to this madness.” She turned to face Beccassit. “Are you absolutely certain of your findings, doctor?”

“Without a doubt,” he answered, speaking with great self assurance. “As he is from the aberrant world, his mentality has been shaped by a short lifetime filled with violence and cruelty, but he simply is not a danger. He would defend himself if necessary and could quite possibly hurt and even kill others in an attempt to escape detention, but that is the totality of what I have found his propensity for violence to be. As incongruent as it may seem, all his personality scans indicate that his essential nature is responsible and benevolent, albeit terribly warped by his experiences. In short, he could quickly become a danger if provoked, but then the same could be said for any of us who sit at this table if the provocations became severe enough. After all, our own people commit every crime that his do, they simply do it far less often. The only absolute difference between the violence of his society and our own is the organized and institutionalized nature of the mass killings they employ to resolve disputes between their various political partitions.

“As to his involvement in the those murderous orgies, most participants in these conflicts are viewed in his culture as merely defending themselves, as if entering into a kill or be killed situation, even in situations where that is obviously not the case. His mind is aware that his actions make him responsible for the deaths of many, and there is remorse. Yet, despite that he in no way believes himself to be a murderer. It is my opinion that had he come of age under normal circumstances he would be no more prone to violence than your average, garden variety Akadean, perhaps less prone to it than many. He simply had the misfortune of being born into an extremely hostile and unforgiving environment.”

“That may be true, Merco,” asserted Cyanne, “but the things he said. How can a sane and balanced person advocate such behavior?”

“Wait just a moment. All I said was that he wasn’t by definition dangerous. But I am in no way ready to vouch for his sanity. And speaking of that, I must beg to differ with your assertion that he is beyond help. It may take quite some time, but we can remediate his mental state just as we have repaired his body.”

Valessanna spoke up from her end of the table. “As long as we are on the subject of his mental state, is it possible that he is somehow projecting a false image to the personality probes? I’ve heard there are people capable of that.”

“I’ve heard that as well,” the Doctor answered. “But there is really no way to verify it as the few people suspected of that capability have consistently denied it. And even if deception were possible, those few accused of it were aware that they were being scanned. Hill believes the scanner to be a tool that Kira uses to check his physiology after a transplant. His mind has been completely open on every occasion. No, the data we have gotten is authentic. I’d stake my reputation on that.”

“Then perhaps there is another opportunity here,” Cyanne said thoughtfully. “If he is not inherently dangerous, and his mind is open to adjustment, it may be that intense psychiatric treatment would not only be beneficent to him, but might also give our scholars a more accurate conception of comparable Vazilek psychology, allowing us to form a more coherent strategy for dealing with the current crisis. Therefore I suggest, rather than expecting help from him in the form of advice or counsel, that immediately upon our arrival at Sefforia we dispatch the aberrant to the best psychiatric facility available there. It could be that psychiatrists would have a better chance of mining useful information from him than anyone else, especially if he were accompanied by someone he trusts—perhaps you, Merco?”

Beccassit nodded in assent. “Yes, it is quite possible that might work out very well,” he said. “But you have hit upon the key to his cooperation, Cyanne, when you mention trust. If you simply dispatch him to an institution, without his agreeing to such a step, it will gain you nothing. Although he has, like most of us, an innate desire to please, he can also be exceedingly stubborn when he feels he is being mistreated. And I fear he feels that way already, if you don’t mind me saying so, Mrs. Nelkris.”

“I take it you’re saying,” Valessanna asked, “that our present course of action only increases the danger to ourselves and the aberrant rather than mitigating it?”

“Yes,” the doctor said, with finality. “It is of the utmost importance that we begin using persuasion to gain his cooperation rather than simply demanding it.”

“All right,’ Valessanna said resignedly. “I see your point. Colvan, end the surveillance of his quarters, except of course when one of our own is in there with him. Give him his privacy. Retain the guards, but move them away from directly outside his door. And from now on no one will enter his quarters without his permission. Give the orders now, if you please. And doctor, let’s have no more scans, either. If he is not a danger I cannot justify the continuing lack of respect for his rights. What he has done on his world is their business, not ours.”

“Valessanna!” Busht cut in stridently. “Do you really think that is wise?”

“Colvan, whether or not it is wise is not the question. It is the law that we have all sworn to uphold that is paramount. So far we have taken this man from his world when we were forbidden even to have contact with him. We have imprisoned him. We have implanted a chip in his brain. We have probed his mind. We have monitored his living space. And we have done all these things without his knowledge or consent. All of this has happened on my watch, most of it on my direct orders, so I am ultimately responsible. When we get back, I’ll be lucky to avoid a long stint in rehab, much less retain my commission, just on the basis of what we have already done. I simply cannot authorize any further deviations from the law. No, from this point forward we do things strictly by the book. He will be kept away from the general population of the ship in so much as that is possible, in order to uphold the laws of quarantine. That will necessitate him spending most of his time confined to his quarters. Other than that there is nothing more that I can do.”
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The lift Pellotte had ordered up was slow to arrive, so she, O’Keefe, and the guards were still occupying the car when one of the guards’ comm units activated. He acknowledged the message in the softest of whispers, but in the boxy echo chamber that was the lift there was no possibility of him hiding his response. O’Keefe had no idea who had made the contact, but the guard had answered in that stilted and supplicatory tone that subordinates generally fall into when speaking to those in command. Whatever it was that had been said to him, O’Keefe was fairly certain it had not been a personal message, and it bothered him that one of the guards would get an official communication so soon after they had departed the Lindys’ quarters. O’Keefe figured it was a good bet that his only recently won privileges had now been suddenly rescinded. Well, that’s what you get for speaking your mind, he thought.

As the lift doors opened O’Keefe stepped out into the passageway behind Pellotte while both guards followed, as they always did, but this time only after the one who had spoken into his comm unit held the other back and whispered closely into his ear. The group traversed the short distance to O’Keefe’s quarters and the door, recognizing the Earther, slid aside as he walked toward it. He stepped briskly through it with Pellotte on his heels. But before she could follow him, she was lightly restrained by the hand of one of the guards on her arm.

“Sorry, Ms. Pellotte,” he said. “New orders have been given. Nobody gets in anymore without the, ah, gentleman’s permission.”

O’Keefe turned at the unexpected sound of the guard’s voice. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “When did this start?”

Surprisingly enough, the guard actually answered. “A few moments ago,” he said. “On the orders of Executive Officer Busht.”

O’Keefe was too flabbergasted to speak. It was the first time either of the guards had acknowledged him in any way, and now not only had one of them spoken directly to him, O’Keefe had at the same time suddenly found himself the master of his own accommodations. Pellotte, however, did not miss a beat.

“In that case,” she said, firmly prying the guard’s hand off her arm, “may I come in?”

“Well, yeah, of course,” O’Keefe answered haltingly.

“Thank you,” she said sweetly as she swept past him. She turned to wave at the guards still standing outside. “Bye, boys,” she said as the door whispered shut behind her.

She led O’Keefe to the sofa, playfully pushing him down into a seated position before lightly hopping into his lap. Both her arms entwined comfortably around his neck while he locked an embrace around her waist.

“So tell me,” she asked, “just how long has it been since you’ve had sex?”

“Damn,” he said, flustered by her directness and using the English word. “I don’t really know. Forty-some years, I guess.”

“About time you got back in the saddle, don’t you think?”

“You don’t waste any time on pleasantries, do you?”, O’Keefe said, somewhat taken aback.

Pellotte smiled warmly at him. “Well, I’m a medical professional. It’s my job to take care of you, to make sure that your convalescence is 100 percent successful. That includes your sexual convalescence. After all, with what you’ve been through we have to be sure all the plumbing is genuinely repaired and working at top efficiency. The two of us can verify that the old-fashioned way, or you can opt for Beccassit and his reality simulator helmet.”

“Oh, I’ll go with option number one, no doubt,” O’Keefe answered, smiling back at her. “It’s just that yesterday I was nothing more than a dangerous animal to you people, and now tonight I’m going to sleep with you. That’s a rather drastic change of mindset, don’t you think? I’m wondering what it all means.”

Pellotte’s smile widened, and she looked at O’Keefe slyly, almost wolfishly. “First of all,” she said, “we are not going to sleep together. I’ve been doing this since long before you were born and trust me, I am going to keep you wide awake for the duration of our little tryst. As for the rest, why worry about it. Tonight I’m all yours, and I want to do whatever it is that pleases you. Isn’t that enough?”

O’Keefe thought about that for a moment, until the swelling in his crotch made her logic utterly unassailable. “Yeah, it is,” he drawled. “And what would really please me right now would be for you to undo that top.”

Pellotte laughed lightly, and then reached behind her neck with both hands, beneath her long mane, and released whatever held the flimsy fabric of her outfit over her bosom. It fell in gentle cascades to her waist, revealing her ample brown breasts. She arched her back slightly, holding them forward, as if offering them to O’Keefe, and looked up into his gaze. He nodded slightly, took her face gently in his hands, and pulled her lips to his. Then he kissed her, hard on the mouth.
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The light from the lamp at the work station where Valessanna sat was the only illumination in her quarters. She was up reviewing progress reports from the engineering department despite the alcohol still on her brain. The reports were mostly descriptions of the very tedious work of making the last repairs to the ship, or at least the last that could be performed en route. Vigilant was slowly becoming more or less whole again.

An entry request chimed. “Open,” she commanded, and the hatch slid aside to reveal the silhouetted form of Kira Pellotte standing in the passageway. She entered and made her way across the room without a word before flopping down onto the bunk behind Valessanna’s chair. Valessanna abandoned her work, spinning the chair around to face the girl. “So,” she asked, “how was he?”

“Oh, he was fine. He was very sweet, very kind, and very gentle. It’s just that… Oh, never mind.”

“What?” Valessanna asked, concern etching her features.

“Well, he’s been paralyzed most of his life, and he’s extremely young anyway, so he was very inexperienced. And it was like it all still had meaning to him, like it was more than just pleasure. Like it was about three hundred men ago for me. Like it was with Suven. I just made me think about things that I’ve lost.”

“Oh, that,” Valessanna said, relieved. “I thought he’d done something, something out of line, I mean.”

“No, nothing like that. I just wish that over the years things didn’t become so…so frivolous, that’s all.”

“I know, sweetie. I felt that way myself once. But take it from someone who is two hundred years your elder. You’ll get over it. It is just sex, and it is just pleasure. Don’t read any more into it than that.”

Pellotte pushed herself up on her elbows to face Valessanna and shook her long hair from over her eyes. “Was that all it was with you and Kebler? Just pleasure?”

Valessanna sighed and looked away. “Let’s not get into that right now, all right? It’s been a long night, I’ve had a bit to drink, and I’m not really prepared for a deep, philosophical discussion. Let’s just try to stay on mission here. Can you control him?”

“Oh, yes,” Pellotte said, falling back to the mattress and speaking toward the ceiling. “As long as I’m giving him what he craves he’ll do whatever I say. I don’t think there are many women with my experience where he comes from, so I have tricks he’s never imagined. As long as I stay creative he’ll do just about anything for me.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes,” Pellotte said, seemingly without commitment.

Valessanna ignored the impassivity of Pellotte’s answer and went on with her end of the conversation. “Good,” she said, leaning forward and speaking conspiratorially, “because we now have no other legal means to bind him to our will. What I feared has come to pass in that I can find no legitimate way to coerce him or even hold him. All I can do is keep him isolated from the crew. And once we reach Sefforia we will have to convince him to voluntarily place himself in the care of a psychiatric hospital, as there is no chance of the High Council availing themselves of whatever knowledge he possesses. That’s the best I could get out of Cyanne. She thinks he is too barbaric to be of any assistance to us. However, she feels that doctors might be better able to understand Vazilek psychology after studying an aberrant, and Beccassit thinks the possibility exists that they might even rehabilitate his mind. If those assertions are true, and the doctors are able to extricate the understanding that we need, it could well reflect enough merit on me to get me out of at least some of the trouble I’m in. I might even be able to retain my rank.

“He is, after all, the perfect specimen. Lindy couldn’t have abducted a man better fit for our purposes if he had made it his life’s work. For the love of Stirga, he is a graduate of Annapolis, one of the specialized universities that grooms their youth to lead their killing units. He almost certainly has all the information that we could ever require locked away in his vicious little brain.

“But for this to come to fruition we are going to have to have his cooperation, and that cooperation is going to have to be immediate. Once we reach Sefforia, it will not be long before the word gets out that we are home and our superiors begin to show up. If we expect to see this through to a successful conclusion, we will have to have the aberrant already in treatment and be seeing some real, positive results from him before the brass get there and start taking everything over. So it’s up you to keep him in line until we get to that point. We girls have to use our guile now and again, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” Pellotte answered, apparently totally disinterested in the changes in plan concerning the aberrant, while the plaintive tone of her simple affirmation could not be discounted a second time, as it seemed to the ears of her captain to be nearly drowning in doubt.

“You know, you don’t sound like someone who is really sure of what she is doing,” Valessanna said. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

Pellotte pushed her torso semi-upright once more. “I just expected him to be different, that’s all. But he seems like any other man. If he is any different at all it’s in a good way. I expected him to be more, I don’t know—savage. But he was every bit as patient and kind as even Pender.”

“Pender?” Valessanna gasped. “You’ve been with Abblehoff?”

“Yes,” Pellotte replied sheepishly. “And why not? He’s been with everyone else. And don’t worry, it was before us.”

“I’m not worried, just surprised. You’ve never mentioned that before.”

“I didn’t see the need.” Pellotte paused for a moment, reflecting. “What if my patient is right?” she finally asked.

“Right?”

“About the Vazileks.”

“Sweetheart,” Valessanna said, almost laughing, “he can’t be right. He’s an aberrant! His people die long before they would be eligible even to hold office in our society. They don’t even know we or the Vazileks are out here. Rest assured that he doesn’t have anything remotely approaching the sophistication or the wisdom of our leaders. I think that we can be sure that they know infinitely more than he does about what goes on around the Milky Way. The Vazileks are merely criminals, powerful and frightening criminals to be sure, but criminals nonetheless. They will cause us trouble for a time, but eventually even they will tire of rapine and destruction. They will grow weary of killing themselves to avoid arrest and will finally consent to talk. Then everything will go back to what it used to be. Our leaders will find a way to insure that is how all this ends.”

“But our leaders have had no exposure whatsoever to anything like them,” Pellotte persisted, “while Hill seems to have had more than his share. What if we know as little about the Vazileks’ intentions as he knows about sex?”

“Oh, Hill it is now. You’re beginning to sound like Beccassit. Kira, you don’t actually have feelings for this barbarian, do you?”

“No!” Pellotte exclaimed. “Well, yes, in a way,” she added in a more subdued tone. Then almost angrily, “I don’t know. And I don’t want to talk about it anymore. If you don’t have to talk about Kebler, I don’t have to talk about… About this! And what’s with you anyway? A few months ago you were so despondent over our losses, and now you’re scheming like never before and thinking only of yourself and your rank and your precious commission.”

Valessanna rose from her chair and crossed the short expanse of deck to the bunk. She seated herself where she could look down into Pellotte’s face. “Don’t be upset with me, sweetheart,” she said. “I admit there is a selfish aspect to this endeavor, but mostly it’s about accomplishing the mission, about making all the lives we lost count for something, about saving uncounted other lives. There is still a chance that we can make that happen, and it is very important to me.”

“I’m sorry. I should know that, and I’m not upset,” Pellotte announced sulkily. “It’s just been a very long day, that’s all.”

“Okay,” Valessanna said in a soothing tone. “Just promise me you won’t let this affect you too much. It makes me worry.”

“I won’t,” Pellotte whispered. There was a long pause while Valessanna gently stroked and rearranged the nurse’s tousled hair. Finally Pellotte took her captain’s hand in her own and said, “Why don’t you save your reports for tomorrow and come to bed. I need someone to hold me.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:

Return to the Union

“Sub-light in ten seconds, Captain.”

“Thank you, Pender,” Valessanna acknowledged.

The navigator began a countdown at five. As usual, his calculations were close enough to perfect that the viewscreens sprang to life just as zero left his lips, revealing uncounted stars and one brighter sun hanging directly in their path.

“Shall I contact traffic control?” the ensign at the communications console asked.

“No, not yet. There will be no need until we get in closer.” Valessanna’s voice sounded tired and defeated, and she no longer cared. They were home now, back in the Union; there was no reason to erect any further facades of invulnerability for the crew’s sake. She wasn’t going to be the captain of Vigilant for very much longer anyway, so what difference did it make now what the crew thought. “But keep a sharp eye on the sensors, if you please, just in case,” she added, knowing that the command was unnecessary. If something so big as a garbage scow began to approach Vigilant she was certain she would hear about it immediately.

Nevertheless she was confident that the area would be relatively deserted. This system was hardly a destination that teemed with ships from the outside. The population was tiny by Union standards, thanks to the lack of large land masses on the watery world of Sefforia that was the only habitable planet in the system. Commerce here was light and visitors few. There was always a great deal of local traffic between the asteroid belts; there were three in the system; and the extensive zero-g factory platforms and shipyards that the belts had engendered. But Vigilant was approaching from an angle almost perpendicular to the planetary plane, so they would see very little of the freighters that plied those routes. Even when they got in close to their destination, the only ships they were likely to encounter would be corporate shuttles carrying technicians out to the factories for support or back in to Sefforia for recreation. Valessanna was intimately aware of all these things because Sefforia was her birth world and an ideal port of call for Vigilant under the circumstances. The repair facilities in the system were excellent, more than adequate for the ship’s refit, and it would be easier to hide the presence of the aberrant here than on a more populous world. She would also be able to suffer the official inquiry that she fully expected to undergo enclosed by her native surrounds.

These facts had led Valessanna to presume that Sefforia would be the perfect world for Vigilant to make port. She had been certain that the planet they were approaching was a world where the ship could slip quietly back into the Union while drawing as little attention as possible. And as she had not been specific concerning their return date in her message to headquarters, it seemed a given that it would be weeks before any significant police presence arrived. Thus she was caught completely off guard when the crewman manning the sensors made an immediate report, his own surprise evidenced by the aporetic tone of his voice. “Captain, my board shows three Incorruptible class cruisers orbiting Sefforia. I make them to be the Courageous, the Arbiter, and the Observant.”

Valessanna’s heart abruptly sank. She had been banking on using the hiatus between their return and the arrival of her superiors to organize her defense and set her plans in motion for the aberrant. Now suddenly, and unexpectedly, her time was up. She did not believe that she had been naïve. She had envisioned some sort of police contingent beyond the norm to be on hand and waiting for Vigilant to arrive, as she had understood that under the circumstances headquarters would want to be informed immediately of their return. She had also expected high ranking officers to be boarding a ship bound for Sefforia within hours of an incoming drone’s confirmation of their making port. But three cruisers already in orbit, apparently waiting patiently just for Vigilant? It was hard to believe. Three cruisers were the lion’s share of the firepower for the entire precinct, and it was especially troubling that Courageous was among them, as she carried the flag for this sector. Undoubtedly Inspector Claudaine was aboard. Valessanna was starting to get a very bad feeling about what kind of reception she and Vigilant were about to receive.

Her fears were seemingly confirmed twelve minutes later when the ensign at the communications station announced another startling revelation. “Captain,” she said, in a shocked voice, “I’m showing an enormous column of emissions coming in, apparently generated from Courageous. It looks like more than just the mail—a lot more.” There was a long pause before the woman spoke again. “Captain!” she exclaimed, “The ship’s logs are downloading. All of them! Directly to Sefforian UP headquarters!” Almost as an afterthought she added, “And there is a priority one message for your eyes only. Vigilant has routed it to your quarters.”

“Very well,” Valessanna sighed. She dismounted from the command chair and turned to Busht, saying softly, “Colvan, you have the conn.”

“Acknowledged, Captain,” Busht answered mechanically. “The first officer has the conn.”

Priority one meant the sender expected the message to be read immediately if not sooner, so Valessanna hastened from the bridge as soon as command of the watch was passed on. She made her way as quickly as possible to her quarters. On the way, as she rode the lift, a thousand variants of what the message might contain flashed through her brain. None of the possibilities were very appealing. She would almost certainly be relieved of command to start with, and that would be effective immediately. In her thoughts the dreaded prospect of a stint in rehab reared its ugly head once more, so it was with great trepidation that she entered her quarters, took a seat before her work station, and ordered up her messages. As she had expected, the priority communication was not computer generated text that was the norm for intra-fleet communications; it was a personal v-mail from Inspector Claudaine. She stared at the visage of his head and shoulders, floating frozen in the air before her, for several seconds before activating the message.

“Valessanna, I’m very pleased you and your crew have at last made port,” the Inspector began, a surprising smile spreading across his round face. “You seem to have had a very exciting deployment. The force welcomes you home.

“As I’m sure you have already realized, however, the circumstances of your return have necessitated the employment of some rather extreme precautions.” Claudaine’s smile faded as he launched into the business end of the missive. “Your crew, with a few exceptions, is to be reassigned. Orders posting them to new positions aboard the Observant, the Arbiter, or here with me on Courageous have already been sent. They will report to their new stations immediately, with no shore leave, either now or in the foreseeable future. I understand that this may seem harsh, but the situation dictates that they should be kept separate from the general population for as long as possible.

“Senior Pilot Willet Lindy is to be detained incommunicado and in quarantine at police headquarters on Sefforia. His ultimate disposition will depend on the outcome of the investigation we are only now commencing. Lieutenant Commander Cyanne Lindy will be given the option of joining him or the crew of the Arbiter. I have no doubt that she will prefer to stay at the side of her husband; she has only been offered the option of another post out of respect for her family.

“Dr. Merco Beccassit and any other staff, medical or otherwise, that the logs show to have had anything more than the most casual of contacts with the aberrant that you are transporting will also be transferred to police headquarters where they will also be quarantined. The doctor will assist us, as much as is practicable while being sequestered, with the investigation of the aberrant and the circumstances of his abduction until such time as the doctor may be returned to his previous duties at the Union Academy of Science.

“You will remain on Sefforia to oversee the refit of Vigilant. However, I regret to inform you that you will be supplied with a monitor bracelet. The bracelet will be directly interfaced with the UP network. Any mention of Vigilant’s trek to the forbidden world or the aberrant now aboard your ship, no matter how indirect, will result in you being relieved of command and detained under house arrest. Furthermore, any behavioral abnormalities exhibited by you that might in any way be attributed to your contact with the aberrant will result in your immediate quarantine at headquarters with the other members of your crew already detained there.

“The aberrant is to be interned at your residence.”

“What?” Valessanna nearly shouted at the unhearing inspector before her. You can’t do that, she thought. It contravened a dozen different laws. But just as quickly she decided that the higher ups could do most anything they wanted. The aberrant certainly wasn’t going to be in a position to get in touch with anyone concerning the matter, and she was looking a rehabilitation term right in the face even if she was totally cooperative. So who was left to file a complaint?

“Your residence has already been informed and the appropriate preparations made,” Claudaine’s image said even as Valessanna fumed. “I apologize for the imposition, but as you do live alone, your home is in a very secluded location, and as we assume that you have already been exposed to the aberrant, it was deemed in the best interests of everyone involved that this action be taken. It is only a temporary solution. You have my personal assurance that other accommodations will be found for the aberrant as soon as it is practical to do so. Already, a frigate has been dispatched to the Sol system in an attempt to discover Vazilek intentions in that area. It may be that we can return him home in short order. But for now, he must be kept somewhere far from the public eye. Your home is as good a place as we have in that regard.

“Vigilant will dock at Creebarton Memorial. The port is in the process of being evacuated for your arrival. The media will be told the evacuation is due to structural concerns only just now brought to light. Security personnel will be on hand to transport the Lindys, Dr. Beccassit, and whomever else we determine should be quarantined to headquarters. You are instructed to summon your personal vehicle to transport yourself and the aberrant. Your monitor bracelet is to be picked up at UP headquarters in Bensora. Shuttles will be on hand to transfer your crew to Observant, Arbiter, and Courageous.

“Once Creebarton is emptied of personnel, security operatives will board Vigilant to wipe your logs before a civilian repair crew is brought in to take her out to the belts. She will be routed to the Toko Bizet shipyard for refit. A shuttle will be placed at your disposal so you may oversee the repairs while still spending time on the surface, and in the process keeping a human eye on the aberrant.

“I regret that I will be unable to meet with you in person. As soon as the crew transfers are complete, the Courageous, along with Arbiter and Observant, will be leaving orbit. Vazilek activity has increased in this sector since your departure, and we are urgently needed on the beat. I look forward to a face-to-face meeting once Vigilant has been returned to the force. Goodbye and good luck, captain. Claudaine out.”

The image disappeared, replaced by a displayed summary of her remaining unread messages. They were few, and all of them from Seldon, undoubtedly asking for instructions on how to deal with this or that detail concerning her return. She did not feel like reading them at present, so instead instructed Vigilant to save them for later perusal. She leaned back in her chair and hugged herself tightly with both arms.

It could have been a lot worse, she told herself. She still had her command, at least for the time being, and there appeared to be a good chance she would make it through without a court martial. Plus, she was home. But having the savage take up residence in her house, that was simply too much to contemplate. She would be perfectly safe of course. Seldon and the warder robots would see to that. But having to deal with the man’s primitive nature on a daily basis was going to be extraordinarily trying, to say the least. All she could do was go home with him in tow; pop a Distreban, an Apprereign, or some similar drug; take a long soak in the tub, and hope it all would calm her mind enough to endure the initial days of the ordeal. Then perhaps Claudaine’s promise of finding “other accommodations” for the aberrant would come to fruition in short order.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the door chime. “Open,” she said to the air and the compartment door slid aside to allow an agitated Kira Pellotte to storm into the compartment. She stalked toward Valessanna waving a printout wildly through the air.

“I’ve been transferred,” she said, as if the mere thought of such a thing had been an utter impossibility only moments before. “I’m to man the third watch in Arbiter’s sick bay. Everyone I’ve seen has similar orders, everyone. It’s as if they are transferring the entire crew to other ships.” The unperturbed stare Valessanna leveled in her direction quickly quieted her, and then the import of the captain’s expression hit her. “They are, aren’t they?” she said in a less flustered tone. “They’re moving everyone.”

“Yes,” Valessanna stated, nodding matter of factly. “Everyone but me. I stay with Vigilant. And you won’t be going to Arbiter. Once they analyze the logs they will have you quarantined at headquarters, along with the Doctor, the Lindys, and anyone else they deem to have had more than ‘the most casual of contacts’ with the aberrant. I am the lone exception. I am to be his jailer, as he has been assigned quarters at my home.” The last sentence was delivered with a mixture of disgust and exasperation.

“How can they do this?” Pellotte whined plaintively.

“Vigilant will be refitting at the Toko Bizet shipyard for quite some time,” Valessanna answered. “She won’t need a crew. Everyone except the engineering staff would have eventually been transferred anyway, but because of our friend Mr. O’Keefe, even they will move on immediately. And no one gets shore leave. Apparently headquarters is bent on keeping the media completely in the dark until they can figure out what to do with the aberrant. Even I am to be issued a monitor bracelet to wear until all of this is over, to make sure that I keep my mouth shut. I fear you will be stuck inside headquarters for quite some time. I doubt you will even be allowed to send mail. I’m sorry.”

“Is all this sanctioned by law; can the police actually do this legally? Or do we have some recourse in the matter?” Pellotte was regaining her composure, more thoughtful now than angry.

Valessanna considered the question for a moment, going over the enlistment contract in her mind. “I believe that they can,” she said finally. “The force has always retained to right to tell us where to serve during the length of our contracts. There is also a clause that states we can be denied leave in times of extremity. One could debate the fact that the presence of the Earther is a galactic emergency, but the crisis with the Vazileks would certainly qualify. I imagine the courts would say the force has the right to reassign any of us or deny us leave on that basis alone. Objectively speaking, I would say that the force has not overstepped its bounds at all in this matter.”

Pellotte’s hands, which had heretofore been used to exuberantly punctuate her words as she spoke, dropped limply to her sides. “Then this is the end for us, isn’t it?” she asked mournfully.

Valessanna paused, trying to think of something sentimental to say, but sentiment was not in her nature, not anymore. “Probably,” was the only word she could come up with.

Pellotte collapsed into her lap, pulling herself close to the captain as she did so. She buried her head against Valessanna shoulder. “I’ll miss you,” she sobbed.

“As I will miss you,” Valessanna answered, cradling the girl tenderly in her arms.
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O’Keefe was lounging on the sofa in his quarters with his feet propped up on the table, wearing only a pair of pajama bottoms, when the corridor hatch chimed. He instructed Vigilant to allow entry, and Pellotte walked in with the captain. The latter was the first to speak.

“We will be putting in at Sefforia within the hour. When we arrive, everyone aboard must leave as Vigilant is to be taken to the shipyards for repairs.” She recited the words dryly, as if reading from an official pronouncement. “As per orders from the chief inspector of this precinct, you have been remanded into my custody until further notice.”

Oh, my God, O’Keefe thought, won’t that be just lovely. The captain tossed a small, flexible bag made of black fabric onto the sofa beside O’Keefe and continued.

“Please pack whatever you wish to take with you. All your needs on the surface will be provided for, but if you have grown attached to any of the clothing or toiletries that we have provided for you here, you are free to bring them along. In the meantime, Kira would like to speak with you privately. I will wait for you in the corridor.” With that, she spun on her heel and exited the room. As she strode away O’Keefe noticed that for once her hair was not spun into a tightly woven bun. Instead it flowed down her back, and was slightly disheveled as if she had only recently risen from her bunk.

“So what’s this all about?” O’Keefe asked, without getting up.

Pellotte stood downcast, staring vacantly at a bulkhead. “I’ve come to say goodbye,” she stated simply. “I am to be quarantined, along with everyone else aboard who has had any contact with you. Those who decide such things will not allow me to see you again.”

O’Keefe dropped his feet to the floor and sat up straight. It took several moments for the import of her words to sink in. “Well, that’s just great,” he said at last, while crumpling the bag the captain had provided into a ball and throwing it side-armed, as hard as he was able, against the facing wall. “You’re leaving, and I’m to be stuck alone with that cold fish captain of yours. Wonderful.”

“Cold fish?” Pellotte asked quizzically.

“It’s just a saying we barbarians use.”

“It doesn’t sound very complimentary.”

“It’s not.” O’Keefe rose from his seat and crossed the deck to stand before Pellotte. He fidgeted awkwardly, searching for words. At length he simply embraced her. “I wish you weren’t going away,” he whispered.

“So do I,” she said. “But I am, and there is nothing either of us can do about it.” She paused for a long moment, returning his embrace before speaking again. “We will never see each other again. You do know that, don’t you?”

“Well, hell,” he joked, using the English word to curse, as Akadean contained no words referencing the underworld, “don’t be so optimistic. You never know. The way I hear it, you might live another eight, nine hundred years. We might run into each other again. They can’t keep both of us shuttered away forever.”

“No,” she said, pushing away from him slightly. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. I don’t feel like I’m to have a long life. I’ve been considering the things you’ve said about the Vazileks, and I can’t help but think that you are right about them. Our leaders look at them as if they are like us, as if they—deep down—think as we do. They’ve pinned all their hopes on that, and I no longer believe it. I don’t think I’ve really believed it for a very long time, because I’ve seen what they are capable of. They will never tire of their attacks. Things will only get worse, just as they have been getting worse for years, and we are not ready for that. I have had the most intense feelings lately that the days left to me, and the days left to most everyone else on the force, are numbered.”

“Well I didn’t mean to make you so fatalistic,” O’Keefe said. “I was just trying to make everyone see what might occur. It doesn’t mean it’s an absolute. Anything can happen. I merely assert that you should try to prepare for the worst. And I certainly wouldn’t give up the fight before it even starts.”

He was lying of course. He was still quite sure the Vazileks meant to conquer the Akadeans and that there was a good chance they were fully capable of doing so. But he felt it was his duty as a male to try and say something to comfort the woman.

“Yes, I know,” she said. “But I still have a bad feeling about the future, and it won’t go away. I can’t help it.” She was silent for a moment before continuing. “I must go. Try to be nice to Valessanna.” She stood on tiptoe as he bent down to receive a small kiss on the cheek, then she fled his arms, nearly running out of the door, and leaving O’Keefe standing alone.

He remained standing, immobile, for some time, sorting through his feelings. His situation had again changed so dramatically and so abruptly that he wasn’t at all sure how he really felt about it. Was he heartbroken? No, it wasn’t that. There was no insatiate ache slowly filling his chest, no feeling of his appendages too leaden and tired to move, no sensation of his soul draining out the undersides of his heels. He cared deeply for Kira, but he had found that having her was an altogether different thing from lusting after her. He simply did not feel that all-consuming desire for her that could rob a man of sanity, that madness named love that could reduce the most stouthearted fighter to feeble quivering faster than Delilah’s razor.

No, what he felt was more the sadness of loss, not just of a woman, but also of a time. It was the empty melancholy that falls over a man when he has reached the end of a fair season and knows it, and further knows that it can never be recaptured. Pellotte had almost certainly been correct. They would never see one another again. There would no more long sessions of lazy sex, no more languid, laughing, after dinner conversations. It was quite possible that even her premonitions of death would be prophetic. The Vazileks could very well end up killing both of them, and in the not so distant future.

“Aw, the hell with every damn thing,” he said out loud, and in his native tongue. “You just gotta put one foot in front of the other and deal with it.” He crossed the floor to where the crumpled black bag lay, knelt to pick it up, and then made his way into the bedroom where he proceeded to stuff into it all the clothing that the Akadeans had given him. He didn’t like anything that was available for him to wear, and did not believe he could possibly be provided with anything worse on Sefforia, but there was really no telling. That damn captain might have him wearing a pink tutu if he brought nothing with him. So he took everything, even the formal wear. Packing took only a minute, after which he donned pants, shoes, and a shirt before walking out of his quarters and into the corridor.

Captain Nelkris stood a few yards down the hallway, leaning against a bulkhead. She had struck a familiar pose, standing as usual with her arms tightly crossed and an unpleasantly severe expression imprinted over her face. As he entered the corridor, the woman pushed herself away from the wall and approached him warily, studying him as she always did. “I should have thought your goodbyes with Kira would have taken considerably longer,” she said as she advanced.

“What would you know about it,” he said gruffly. The woman had not been in his presence more than a few seconds and she was already irritating him. But if she was aware of the fact, it wasn’t evident in her demeanor. She stood before him, gazing placidly past him at the wall.

“My home is beautiful, is it not?” she asked absently.

“Excuse me?” replied O’Keefe, not having the foggiest idea what she was talking about.

“Sefforia,” she said, gesturing with a sweep of her hand to the bulkhead behind him. He turned to find one of the floor to ceiling panels that made up the sides of the corridor now showing a three-dimensional image of the planet they were orbiting, this despite the fact that during the weeks they had spent deep driving through the void that one panel had appeared to be no different from any other.

“I was born there,” the captain continued. “My home is there.” She stepped past O’Keefe and stood next to the illuminated bulkhead. “I live here, in Valenta,” she said, pointing to a green expanse, a continent roughly the same shape and relative size as Australia but set in what appeared to be, from where they gazed down upon the planet, Sefforia’s northern hemisphere. The continent looked as if it sat roughly halfway between the equator and the pole, and rotated slowly away from them as she spoke.

“Oh,” O’Keefe muttered, at last understanding. “Yes, it is beautiful.” He made the statement flatly and without conviction, but the world truly was lovely. Sefforia hung before them like a deep blue pearl. From their vantage point it looked like at least 80 percent of its unfrozen surface was covered by water, while both poles were blanketed by large expanses of ice. In addition to Valenta, he could see two other smaller, island continents on the sunlit side of the world. All three, from what he could discern through the cloud cover, appeared to be completely forested or at least green with vegetation from end to end and top to bottom.

“But it’s not Earth,” he concluded.

“Do you miss your world?” the captain asked.

“Of course.”

“But why? You were disabled. You were paralyzed, unable even to walk. Your life there would have been extremely short and filled with hardship. How can you pine for such an existence?”

O’Keefe thought of Pellotte’s apprehensions and his own ideas about what the Vazileks were plotting. He wanted to tell the smug little captain that he might not live very long here either, but thought better of it. “I don’t miss being a cripple,” he said at last, “but it is my home, and it appears that I will always be a stranger here. If it were up to me I’d go back in a heartbeat, back to my dogs and my lake and my house on the mountain.”

The captain turned her face up to his. “I’m sorry, but that may not be possible,” she said earnestly. “Believe me; we would rather that you return to your home as well. Your presence here makes for many difficulties. But there may be even greater difficulties with any attempt to repatriate you. This will be hard for you to accept, I’m sure, but now that the Vazileks are aware of your world, you may no longer have a home. They’ve never before, at least as far as we know, taken a world as populous as your own, but they do have a history of seizing easy targets wherever they find them, and your people are out there all alone. We have sent a ship, but it will be some time before we know whether or not sending you back is an option.” For the first time, O’Keefe thought he saw a bit of empathy peeking from behind the captain’s hard eyes.

“Why couldn’t I simply have gone with the ship that is going there?” he asked. “I’d like to see what’s happened for myself.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. O’Keefe, but that was not possible. I sent a message to police headquarters that told of you presence aboard Vigilant while you were still in a coma. That was months ago. The frigate sent to reconnoiter has long since departed. You will remain here until its return, until we know the status of you world. Now come with me if you please. Vigilant is nearly ready for atmospheric flight, and I wish to watch the descent.”

She turned and walked away as if there was no question that O’Keefe would follow, and since he hadn’t the foggiest idea of how to get off the ship on his own or what he would do afterward even if he somehow managed to do so, he sheepishly trailed in her wake. But it vexed him severely. The captain’s dictatorial demeanor, despite the short amount of time he had heretofore been forced to spend in her presence, never ceased to annoy him. She was quite simply an unpleasant woman to be around. But it looked like, at least for the time being, he would be forced to put up with her arrogance, so he kept his mouth shut and shuffled along behind her, frowning.

She halted at the first lift. The elevator system’s artificial intelligence was aware of her presence outside one of its doors and, duly taking note of her rank, routed the first available empty car to her. So despite the fact that O’Keefe was still forbidden to mingle with the crew, for this ride there was in essence no wait at all. Once she and O’Keefe were aboard, again, because of her rank, the system automatically rerouted traffic out of their way to take the captain to her stated destination, the forward observation lounge, in the shortest possible time. In a matter of seconds, the car stopped, the door opened, they were out of the lift and approaching an entry hatch.

As the door slid aside and the captain strode through, O’Keefe was frozen where he stood by the sight before him. “Whoa,” he said softly, before finding the wherewithal to back away from the opening. There appeared to be nothing but empty space beyond it. The room had a ceiling, but no floor or walls save the one the hatchway was mounted in. The captain appeared to be suspended in the vacuum before him.

She looked back at him as if amused, a small and only momentary smile flitting across her lips. “Look, there is a floor,” she said, stomping her heel twice to demonstrate. “It’s just transparent. Trust me.”

O’Keefe gingerly set one vertiginous foot inside the compartment and then the other. He walked, still not entirely trusting the unseen floor and sliding his feet forward rather than striding normally, until he reached the captain’s side. There he took a moment to scrutinize the compartment. The lounge was roughly triangular in shape. The overhead and the wall that was the base of the triangle were the familiar off-white composite that made up the corridors and walls throughout the ship. But the floor and the two walls which enclosed the lounge were not just transparent, they were invisible. Whatever was beneath his feet reflected none of the light emanating from the ceiling, nor did it show any dirt or give any other visible clue to his eyes of its existence. There was also no furniture sitting about to give concrete evidence of a floor’s existence, and O’Keefe was still not entirely convinced that what he stood on covered the whole of the area beneath the ceiling. He stood rock still were he was, afraid to move, and looked down tentatively to see the planet Sefforia growing larger by the minute.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“We are under the apex of Vigilant’s bow,” the captain answered. “Look behind you. Off to either side you can see the tips of the wings.”

O’Keefe glanced over his right shoulder and was reassured by the sight of one of the wingtips hanging aft. It added some small bit of substance, at least psychologically, to the transparency beneath his feet.

“This is…interesting,” he said. “I asked Kira to show me around as much as possible, but I never saw anything like this.”

“You wouldn’t have,” the captain replied absently, looking up from her observance of the planet that still steadily rose toward them. “There are several other lounges scattered along the hull for crew use, but this one is off limits to all but senior officers. As you can see it is rather small.”

Her voice suddenly assumed a more imperious tone. “Vigilant, two chairs please.” Immediately, two previously imperceptible panels in the ceiling slid aside and two pewter hued, upholstered chairs, suspended on jointed arms, descended to a level only a few feet above the unseen floor.

“I’d offer you a drink,” the captain said casually, “but we’ll effectively be in zero-g once the antigravs kick in. And I don’t need any balls of sticky liquids floating around near my hair this morning.” The captain paused, and O’Keefe got the impression that she was receiving a message via her com unit. She straightened, then motioned to the chairs. “Let’s sit, shall we?”

O’Keefe scowled slightly but then did as he was asked, tossing his bag of belongings to the floor below the suddenly provided seating before he did so, just to be sure there was something solid there to stop its flight. The chair, although spartan in appearance, felt luxuriant and plush. He looked below. Sefforia had grown from a globe into a rounded vista that filled the available lines of sight.

“Time to strap in,” the captain said. “Raise you arms like this,” she added, demonstrating by holding her arms straight up in the air.

O’Keefe followed her example. “Vigilant, restraints please,” the captain ordered. The chair seemed to come alive, nearly swallowing O’Keefe. His arms, head, and lower legs were free, but his thighs and chest were held securely by the chair that was now wrapped around him. Surprisingly the cushions that looked to be squeezing the captain like a python and seemed to be trying to devour O’Keefe as well were not at all uncomfortable. They reacted to movements as insignificant as taking a breath, keeping him fast in his seat yet not constricting him in any way.

To his left, he heard the captain speak softly into her com unit. “Understood,” she said. “Take her down, Colvan.” She leaned her head toward O’Keefe. “Prepare yourself, Mr. O’Keefe; in a moment we will be without gravity.” As quickly as she had spoken, he felt the burden on his muscles evaporate as he floated within the confines of the embracing upholstery.

“Vigilant, rotate us forward forty-five degrees.” The captain made the order without warning and, before O’Keefe could protest, his chair swung him forward until he was looking down into the approaching atmosphere of Sefforia. His spine had stiffened slightly at the movement, his mind programmed by experience to expect some discomfort to ensue from hanging in the chair, but in the weightless environment he found himself to be as comfortable in his current position as he had been sitting upright.

Beneath them the surface of the planet loomed ever larger in his sight, and in only minutes the ship was entering the upper reaches of the thermo-sphere. Unable in his current position to see any of the ceiling or the rear wall with even his peripheral vision, O’Keefe had the feeling of floating down, dreamlike, without the confines of a vessel surrounding him. He turned his head to the captain, unable to keep from grinning broadly.

“Wait until we get closer to the clouds,” she said, reading his expression perfectly. “Then you’ll really feel like you’re flying. We could drop in vertically if we had to of course, but the ship wallows as the antigravs compensate for atmospheric conditions. It’s not a particularly comfortable ride, and it would probably be worse now considering the shape the ship is in. So standard practice is to decelerate to a speed that won’t heat up the hull too badly, but that still leaves enough air under the wings to keep her stable. It makes for a breathtaking approach. You’ll see what I mean shortly.”

The captain obviously spoke from experience. As they fell deeper and deeper into the atmosphere, O’Keefe’s perceptions gradually shifted from a sensation of floating to one of flying at great speed. The clouds seemed to flash by beneath Vigilant at an ever increasing rate as she descended closer to their wispy tops. When at last they sailed through the altitude that marked the summits of the scattered cumuli, the view alternated between vaporous gray nothingness and the sparkling cobalt blue of the ocean below. The spectacular display continued for several minutes, then abruptly ended as the ship knifed from the base of one of the towering, misty monoliths.

Once clear of the clouds, O’Keefe could readily see the coastline of Valenta ahead. Vigilant soared toward the land like a great gliding condor with he and the captain suspended beneath her stalwart prow. Only the lack of wind rushing through his hair reminded him that he was still enclosed inside a ship at all. “This is wonderful,” he exclaimed, loudly but still more to himself than the captain.

“Yes, it is, isn’t it,” she nevertheless replied. “I’ve done this hundreds of times, and it never ceases to thrill me.” She was silent for a moment, reflecting, but then added, “You should try it on a gas giant. It’ll scare the life out of you!” She laughed while cheerfully pushing her weightless hair back behind her head, knotting it loosely to keep it away from her eyes.

For a moment the normally austere captain was replaced by a pleasant stranger. Gone was the severe authoritarian with the tightly held countenance. She had been supplanted by a womanly, carefree sprite enjoying a jaunty excursion. O’Keefe chuckled a little to himself at the sight, the laughter that gurgled up from his diaphragm causing his already large grin to widen even further.

“Well, the next time I find myself orbiting Jupiter, I’ll give it a go,” he said. “I always did like a good rollercoaster.” She glanced into his eyes and returned his smile for a moment, but it faded quickly, like a door momentarily held open by the breeze before being forcefully pushed shut and latched. She turned her attention back to the approaching landmass.

The ship continued its descent, soaring over white beaches before flying into the interior of Valenta—the forest. They swept lower over the land every second, closer and closer to the sea of verdant green until at last the ship began to brake and ease the angle of its descent. O’Keefe found he could discern individual hardwoods rising from the sylvan expanse below, but he could detect no sign of human habitation anywhere. That was soon to change.

It was only a few miles away when he saw it. Ahead of them, a large, rectangular swath of the forest was pushed up above the rest of the trees. Vigilant headed directly for the anomaly, slowing even more. O’Keefe craned his neck for a better view, but still they were but a few thousand yards away before he understood what it was.

A tremendous building, several stories high but still large enough to appear flat and broad, stood above the trees, suspended there on thick columns that disappeared into the forest below. Atop the giant slab were more trees. It was as if the structure had been built underground and then elevated, raising the level of the forest above it as it rose.

Vigilant continued to reduce speed as she leveled, and ultimately approached the building at no more than a brisk walking pace until she was floating slowly down the long edge of the structure on a course parallel to its side. O’Keefe could see what appeared to be gangways extending from the side of the building as they passed. At length the ship came to smooth and precise halt with not so much as a hint of a lurch or a jolt. Vigilant was home.

“The fun is over, Mr. O’Keefe,” the captain said, already rewrapped in her usual dour deportment. “We’ll be experiencing Sefforian gravity momentarily. Vigilant, rotate us back to normal seating positions.” Both chairs simultaneously swiveled back to the upright position. A few seconds later O’Keefe began to feel a slow but steady increase in the amount of pressure his buttocks placed on the cushion beneath him. After a few moments the sensation stopped and, as if on cue, the chair shrank back into its normal shape.

Both he and the captain stood, O’Keefe with a bit of trepidation as he was still uneasy with the unseen floor and the long fall to the forest below. But once erect a feeling of strength and vibrancy began to flow into the length and breadth of every thew of his body. He held his left arm up before his eyes, clenched his fist, and stared at his wrist as he rotated it back and forth, testing the phenomenon.

“Yes,” the captain said, sensing his wonder. “Gravity on Sefforia is slightly less than Akadean standard, just as its pull at the surface of your world is insignificantly more. Unfortunately the feeling won’t last. Your body will acclimate fairly quickly.”

“Then why didn’t I feel this before, when I woke up?” O’Keefe asked, “Isn’t Vigilant kept at standard gravity?

“Well yes, but when you were removed from Earth’s gravity you were in a coma and nearly dead. I would hardly have expected you to be cognizant of anything in that condition, and as I said, the difference is quite insignificant. If your body felt anything it was while you were unconscious. It was quite accustomed to Akadean standard long before you awoke.” She spoke as if his dimwittedness was something to be expected and only reluctantly tolerated.

O’Keefe searched in vain for a witty rejoinder to the implied insult, but finally he just said, “Yeah,” ruefully accepting the fact that he had unthinkingly said something incredibly inane. And yet the captain’s acidic response made it clear that she had gathered in and packed away the small spark of elation and friendly openness she had displayed only minutes before. She had now completely reverted to her caustic, and what O’Keefe believed to be her true, personality. He had almost been convinced that the woman might actually be a half-decent companion after all, and that being stuck in her custody would not be too terribly bad. It had apparently been a vain hope. This whole thing is going to be such a bitch, he thought, his face unconsciously twisted into a glowering pout.

“We must leave straight away,” the captain said. “The property you arrived on board with has been packed and will be delivered to my car. I trust you have everything else in your bag. Don’t forget it.” Without further ado she pivoted and walked toward the door while O’Keefe knelt to retrieve his belongings. He stood with the top of the sack clutched tightly in his fist, and then hesitated. He had become used to the ship and the few people he had met within its confines, and now misgivings flared in his heart at the prospect of the unknown. The captain was almost out in the corridor and still O’Keefe had not moved.

“Come,” she said, turning to face him. “We haven’t hours to dally; time is of the essence. The spaceport cannot reopen until we are gone, and there is always a full schedule of flights arriving here from out in the belts. Already shuttles are backing up in orbit, which means, by the way, that to save some precious time we will be leaving with the rest of the crew, so please do not interact with them in any way. If you insist on doing so, I shall be forced to incapacitate you.” She opened her right palm to him, and he noticed for the first time the mechanism that lay nestled there. It had either been built specifically for her or it had been manufactured to mimic the skin pigment of its user, because its color was exactly the same as the palm of her hand. It was also obviously a weapon of some sort, with a tiny barrel just long enough to peek through her clinched fist below the index finger. She dropped her hand and again walked away.

O’Keefe swallowed hard and spurred himself into motion. He caught up with the captain just as she entered the door to the lift and rushed in behind her. After a short ride, it opened into a corridor teeming with lines of uniformed, short brown people snaking slowly past the door. The tallest of them barely reached the height of O’Keefe’s shoulders. All of them were laden with baggage. O’Keefe, after decades of being unacquainted with crowds, felt suddenly daunted by the scene and retreated a step toward the rear wall of the lift. But when the captain deftly broke into the queue and stopped its progress, O’Keefe awkwardly wedged himself in front of her. There was a murmur of gasps and stares from those around him as he did so. He bent back and downward where he could place his mouth near the captain’s ear. “So how come the crew is suddenly allowed to see me? Aren’t you afraid they will turn into mindless, slavering savages on account of this trauma?”

She turned her head slightly to whisper back to him, but then hesitated as several nearby crew members cocked their heads as if to listen. “It would seem that despite my best efforts to the contrary,” she said, after a pause, and in a normal tone of voice, “that everyone aboard is well aware of your presence among us.” She then raised her voice markedly before continuing. “But I am quite sure they won’t be confiding that to any outsiders who have no need for any knowledge of your existence.” The nearby heads swiveled back to facing forward, seemingly abashed by her back-handed reproach. “Now remain quiet, if you please,” she whispered. “Remember what I told you about behaving yourself.”

As they slowly wound their way around a corner bulkhead, O’Keefe could see a hatch up ahead that opened to the outside. Attached beneath the opening lay the end of one of the gangways he had seen from the observation lounge. The mass of crew members clustering ahead were slowly and patiently merging into a single file line that was moving out of the ship, onto the narrow bridge, and across the high gap that separated Vigilant from the terminal. When O’Keefe reached what appeared to him to be a narrow airlock just inside the outer skin of the vessel, the pace picked up somewhat and instead of shuffling along he was able to take small steps. But as he stepped outside, a second sickly spot of vertigo came over him. The gangway was little more than a three-foot-wide metal swath extending for what looked to be close to a hundred yards from the terminal out to the ship’s hull. Vigilant’s wingspan would not allow her to dock any closer. Instinctively O’Keefe spread his arms to steady himself and as he did so his left hand, and then the bag held in his right, impacted something solid. Exploring the contacts by feel he realized that the gangway was in fact enclosed; but that the enclosure was constructed of the same transparent material as the floor of the observation lounge. It had a slick, almost unctuous feel under his fingertips yet it would not accept the smudges of his prints.

And despite the tactile evidence that he was undeniably secure within an invisible tunnel, he crossed the span with great care. He kept his eyes riveted on the spine of the crewman before him and avoided even the slightest glance downward or to the side, while at the same time keeping his hands in constant contact with the unseen walls surrounding him.

After crossing what felt like a much longer distance than he had seen at the start, O’Keefe finally stepped into the terminal building itself, breathing a huge sigh of relief as his feet hit the white marble floor. As he stood luxuriating amidst the sudden lack of height-induced nausea, the captain breezed past him and set off into the building like a woman on a mission. She strode off toward the rear of the terminal casting only an occasional glance back over her shoulder at O’Keefe, who followed as quickly as a man gaping stupidly about was able.

The giant terminal was not at all as it had outwardly appeared. As they had approached in Vigilant, the building had looked to be a solid, rectangular slab on legs; dark and vaguely forbidding. But once inside the edifice showed itself to be as light and elegant as any architecture O’Keefe had ever seen. Large, smooth, elliptical openings, set at uniform intervals, lined the length and breadth of the ceiling. Leafy vines fell downward through them from the forest above. Beneath each opening was a corresponding hole in the floor, each surrounded by a thigh high—for O’Keefe anyway—wall of white, polished stone. He swerved away from the captain’s course for long enough to pass his hand over the top of one of the little walled enclosures, just to confirm his suspicions. As he had expected, his fingers found more of the Akadeans’ indiscernible glass. The openings were not skylights, they were hollow columns. And through them all, filtered by the forest over their heads, streamed natural light. Birds dove down or flapped their way upward through the tubes, unmindful of the humans who walked by only a few feet away.

Even the outer walls of the building, black and seemingly impenetrable from the outside, were invisible from within. Once inside the ceiling seemed to float high above while an unhindered view of the landscape stretched away in every direction. The result was a magnificent combination of symmetrical modernity tempered with a touch of the beauty and disorder of nature. It was quite impressive.

O’Keefe turned to look back at the ship he had just departed. She lay outside the unseen wall; her dimensions stretching farther than the length of the long side of the terminal, where she rested on two great struts that had extended from beneath the station. My God, he thought. Her sleek ebony shape was scorched, scarred, and patched down nearly the whole of her hull. Her vertical stabilizer was in the same condition, only worse. It had at least a half-dozen wounds that perforated the tail completely. He suspected the wings were similarly shot through, but they stretched across nearly the same plane as his vision, so he could see little more than the leading edge of the one closest to him.

He returned his attention to the captain. She was stalking off into an empty area at the back of the terminal, away from the front corner where the rest of the crew was gathering. He jogged for a bit to catch up with her, and once he did so his longer stride allowed him to settle into a relaxed and easy gait that kept him at her shoulder. “Hey lady,” he said, “don’t you ever slow down? Smell the roses, that kind of thing.”

“What?” she replied, annoyed and quizzical at the same time.

“The view, the building, the birds, the fresh air. You’ve been cooped up inside that ship for months, I would think you would want to take it easy for a minute, enjoy this just a little.” She turned her face up to look at him like he was maniacal, then returned her gaze forward and continued to cut a path through the terminal.

“I’ve been here many times before,” she said. “I’ve seen everything there is to see.”

Okay, O’Keefe thought, be that way. He made no further attempts at small talk.

As they approached the rear wall, he could see that beyond it was a gleaming, white deck several hundred feet wide that ran the length of the building. It was enclosed by sturdy railings that appeared to be constructed of stainless steel. It was also completely deserted, but the captain marched through a door out onto the apron and then, with no further ado, stopped. O’Keefe stood patiently at her side until he could stand it no longer. “So what happens now?” he asked.

“We wait,” she said, offering no further explanation. She simply stood there in the blustery wind that gusted with enough force to free her hair from the loose knot she had formed behind her head. Now her hair blew over her face in a way that kept O’Keefe from seeing her expression.

“Wait for what?” O’Keefe asked, vexed and enunciating each word very slowly and very precisely.

“My car,” she answered, mimicking his rhythm and inflection as she did so. She turned toward him and brushed the hair back from her face. “As you may have noticed my ship has taken quite a beating, so the robot corps isn’t quite up to speed. And despite the fact that the crew is carrying out everything that they can, it may still take a while for the bots to off-load everyone’s belongings. Our transportation will arrive as soon as our things are loaded aboard it. Please be patient.”

“Hey, I’m patient,” O’Keefe said defensively. “I just wanted to know what was going on, that’s all.”

“Well, now you know,” the captain concluded. She turned away again while O’Keefe stood by, brooding.

Momentarily a glint of reflected sunlight at the edge of O’Keefe’s vision caught his attention. He looked to his left to see a streak of metallic red diving at the platform where they stood.

“Holy shit,” he cried without thinking. He grabbed the captain by an arm and pulled her away, reflexively turning to shield her with his body while pushing her toward the wall of the terminal when without warning, his strength abruptly failed and he collapsed as if he were a blob of flesh bereft of any skeletal structure. But his mind still worked and was aware that the impact, explosion, and debris that he had braced for never materialized. Potency slowly returned to his muscles until at last he was able to roll himself over and sit up.

The captain stood facing him with her feet spread wide and her arm outstretched, eyeing him warily. The weapon in her fist was pointed directly at his chest. Behind her, floating a few inches off the ground, was a polished red machine that looked like a sleeker version of an automobile from the 1950s but with an elongated trunk and no hood or wheels.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the captain demanded.

“That thing,” O’Keefe stammered, pointing at the shining contrivance behind her. “It was coming right for us.”

“It’s my car. It’s supposed to come for us,” she said dryly, still pointing the paralyzer directly at his sternum.

“But it looked like it was going to fly right into the ground,” he said, using his left hand like an airplane to demonstrate the angle at which it had been approaching.

The captain relaxed and exhaled, lowering her weapon. “All right, fine,” she said. “Just get in. And don’t touch me again,” she added, pointing an extended forefinger at him for emphasis. She turned and walked toward the machine, and as she did so the roof and windshield assembly, which was hinged at the base of the windscreen, elevated ninety degrees until the roof was pointing directly at the sky, revealing two seats. She stepped lightly into the right seat while O’Keefe pushed his now smarting and sore body up off the deck, which had a consistency akin to concrete, and plodded painfully over to and around the car before maladroitly squeezing himself into the too small passenger compartment. Above his head the front of the car body swung back down, closing with a slight thunk and an almost inaudible hiss.

“Good morning, Valessanna,” a feminine voice intoned. It was the car speaking, though the voice did not seem to come from any particular spot in the cabin. It also sounded perfectly human; there was not the slightest trace of mechanical or electrical reproduction. “Did you have a nice trip?” the voice inquired.

“Hardly,” the captain snorted in reply.

“I’m sorry. Shall I take you directly home then?”

“No,” the captain said tiredly, “I have a stop to make in Bensora. I have to pick up my…” Her voice trailed off, and she gave O’Keefe a strange sideways glance. “I have to pick up some jewelry. Take me to police headquarters, please.”

“Certainly,” the car replied, moving forward even as it spoke. It lifted off the terminal apron and accelerated rapidly away while stubby wings spread from its undercarriage. Banking sharply to the left as it gained altitude, the car performed a one hundred eighty degree turn before rolling its wings back parallel to the horizon and climbing away from the spaceport at roughly a twenty degree angle.

Its interior seats were contoured and deep, and the one O’Keefe currently occupied had seemed to mold itself to his back and thighs and now held him quite securely in place; nevertheless he was far from comfortable with the maneuvers the machine was performing. He searched in vain for some type of restraint but found nothing.

“Are there any seatbelts in this sled?” he finally asked, raising his voice ever so slightly to be certain he was heard over the whisper of the air sliding off the windscreen as the car hurtled onward.

“No,” the captain replied. “But don’t worry. You won’t need any.” She spoke again, this time apparently to the car. “Tangie, how long to Bensora?”

“Eight minutes and forty seven seconds at our current velocity,” the disembodied voice replied. “Shall I change our speed?”

“No, that’s fine. I was just wondering. But keep us beneath the clouds, okay. I like being able to see the ground for a change.”

“I understand,” was the car’s reply. Immediately, its nose pushed down until the car was in level flight.

O’Keefe laughed. “Your car is named Tangie?” he asked, and then laughed again.

“Look,” the captain said, in a mildly irritated tone, “she was built by the Tangent Corporation, so she is Tangie. I had to call her something. What would you have named her?”

“I don’t know,” O’Keefe said, bemused. “It’s just hard for me to get used to a talking car, that’s all. What happens if I talk to Tangie?”

“Unless I authorize her to accept input from you—which, by the way, I am not going to do so don’t even think about it—nothing will happen. This is my car, she goes only where I or Seldon tell her to go, and you won’t be needing a ride anywhere anyway.” She looked at him sternly for a moment before turning her head away to watch the forest flash by below.

But her words were the last straw for O’Keefe. Like a kitchen match pulled too far across a rasp, what until that point had been mere aggravation with the Akadeans suddenly flamed into anger. He had had enough of their haughty, superior attitude, and he had grown especially weary of one Captain Valessanna Nelkris. In the beginning he had grudgingly accepted his position among them because he was a bit amazed by their technological prowess. And they had made him whole again. Later, his relationship with Kira had acted to soothe any resentment he felt about his pariah status. But she was gone now, and after making love to her time and time again, he was certain that, other than the accident of where he had been born, the Akadeans were no different, and certainly no better, than he or any other Terran-reared human. He would not spend the next several hundred years being the butt of their paranoia and prejudice. Somehow, he was going to get home, but only after stealing the secret to their longevity. Then he would live an extraordinarily long life, exalted as a hero among men.

He placed very little credence in the Akadean fear that the Vazileks had perhaps decimated Earth. Why would they attack a single planet that was armed to the teeth and bristling with warriors of every description when they had the whole of Akadean civilization spread out before them, defended only by a meek and indecisive gaggle of so-called “policemen”? O’Keefe was rather certain that the night the Vazileks attacked Vigilant’s barge was the last Earth would see either head or tail of them for a very long time. He might have to live a thousand years before he could witness them coming back to the Sol system.

O’Keefe was still plotting his revenge fantasy when a nonconformity in the relentless ocean of foliage drew his eyes forward. Far ahead he discerned a gray spike, rising from the green horizon, that seemed to split the sky. As he watched, the spike widened, gained definition, and brightened to a vast collection of what appeared to be glass and polished steel. He felt himself being pushed slightly forward as Tangie shed speed. They were approaching Bensora. As they closed on the metropolis O’Keefe’s eyes were slowly able to distinguish individual buildings. They looked normal enough from a distance, but as the miles sped by they grew, filling the windscreen until they blocked everything else from sight. The shiny giants rose thousands of feet into the air, colossal testaments to the talents of their builders. There were buildings constructed into every shape imaginable: columnar towers, boxy monoliths, obelisks, pentagons, hexagons, and arches. The only common denominator they possessed was that they were all grandiosely tall, tall enough that the random clouds scattered about the sky floated through the city rather than above it, obscuring the crowns of the structures as they passed.

“My God,” O’Keefe breathed, briefly forgetting his enmity toward everything Akadean. He leaned forward and gazed up through the top half of the windshield. “They’re enormous.”

“Excuse me?” the captain asked.

O’Keefe had been so overcome by the sight of the structures he had unconsciously reverted to English for the umpteenth time. “I was saying the buildings, they’re quite large,” he repeated mordantly, once again remembering to be angry.

“That’s only the half of it,” the captain said with near reverence, as if in awe of the sight herself after so long a time away. “What you are seeing is only housing and the service industries that cater to the population. The working section of the city is all underground.”

“I got the impression from Kira that all your factories were orbital,” O’Keefe said suspiciously. “What happened to that?”

“Oh, that’s only for the ones that need zero-g for their processes or produce toxic byproducts. The rest are welcome under our cities.”

The view before them expanded until O’Keefe could no longer lean far enough forward to see the upper reaches of the buildings. He leaned back and turned his attention to the spaces around each structure, where he could make out thousands of tiny specks that looked like gnats swarming through Bensora. It took him a moment to realize that what he was seeing were other vehicles, uncounted numbers of them—and all of them in motion. The moving motes gave the buildings in the background scale and O’Keefe realized that as immense as he had conceived them to be, he had still grossly underestimated their size.

Tangie slowed even more and suddenly banked sharply to the right just as they were on the verge of entering the city. A moment later the car banked hard to the left and climbed steeply between two spectacular skyscrapers before leveling off. The air was thick with other vehicles. Tangie descended, rose, banked to one side and then the other while the thousands of machines around her did the same. The movements were smooth enough, but not a moment passed when a collision did not seem imminent. O’Keefe gripped the edges of his seat with white-knuckled ferocity. “Good God!” he murmured, again in English, and through gritted teeth.

“This is why I live in the country,” the captain said, apparently unconcerned. “Dealing with this traffic would make me crazy.”

“Do they ever hit each other?” O’Keefe asked, his voice fraught with apprehension.

“It happens. Not very often, but every once in a while there’s a malfunction. It’s not pretty, particularly if it happens up high. There’s falling debris and oftentimes some secondary collisions.”

“Well, that’s certainly reassuring,” O’Keefe deadpanned.

“Don’t worry. If a collision were imminent, the passenger compartment would be ejected. And even should it be impacted, it is well equipped with passive restraints and protective gear. Fatalities in traffic accidents are rare to the point of near nonexistence.”

Abruptly the car dropped into a dive steep enough to leave O’Keefe’s stomach on a higher plane, while in the process avoiding an impact by a minuscule margin. Simply holding on no longer sufficed, O’Keefe looked away from the captain and clamped his eyelids shut, a silent prayer for deliverance in his head, a racing pulse ringing in his ears, and his jawbones clinching his molars together like a vise. Presently he felt the angle of their descent shallow and the gyrations of the vehicle abate; then suddenly there was no movement at all.

He slowly opened his eyes to find the car hovering over an expanse much like the one from which they had departed the spaceport, only much smaller. The vehicle’s top was already rotating up and away from his head. As soon as it was clear the captain sprang nimbly out onto the surrounding apron.

“Stay here, Mr. O’Keefe,” she said. “Tangie, don’t let him out, and activate the curtain function please. I’ll be back as quickly as I am able.”

She stood by long enough to see the top of the car clamp shut over O’Keefe before striding away between other vehicles toward a door marked “Police Personnel Only.” For several seconds she stood in front of the doorway. O’Keefe guessed there was some sort of identification protocol to be met before she could enter. At last the door swung open to the inside and she was gone.

O’Keefe took a few moments to look around, craning his neck to see as much as possible of what was around him from within the cramped passenger compartment. From what little he could see through the available windows, the area where he now sat was a parking lot that stretched out about a hundred or so feet from the side of the high rise to which it was connected. It seemed to reach around the entire circumference of the rounded structure. Several stories above he could see an identical parking area, and he guessed that there were many more built out from the skyscraper both above and below him.

On the lot where O’Keefe was now imprisoned, there were numerous other vehicles of various sizes, shapes, and colors parked nearby; but they all appeared to be empty and sat atop sets of four sturdy struts rather than floating on antigravs the way the captain had left Tangie.

As he was still gazing about, the door the captain had entered swung open once more, and a couple stepped out onto the deck. They walked almost directly toward O’Keefe, and he waved at them furiously, with both hands, but elicited no response. They simply climbed into a bright yellow machine some ten yards away. It immediately folded its short legs beneath it and soared away into traffic. As he had suspected, the “curtain function” was much like privacy glass; he could see out, but no one could see in.

The minutes stretched into what seemed like an hour, more than long enough for O’Keefe’s jangled nerves to relax and his heartbeat to return to normal. At length he was simply bored. Everything of interest was going on behind him, and as it was uncomfortable to twist his head around to observe the city over his shoulder, he settled deeper into his seat and stared at the unchanging façade of police headquarters. At length his eyelids became heavy and his head slowly tilted back on his spine, a few degrees at a time, until his cranium came to rest on the back of his seat and sleep overwhelmed him.
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The hydraulic whine of the car’s top being raised woke him. He blinked away sleep as the captain stepped back into the vehicle and took her seat. “Have a nice nap?” she asked.

“I guess so,” O’Keefe replied groggily. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the thin, black, rubberized ring that now encircled her wrist just below the tight gold sleeve of her uniform.

“It’s my new bracelet,” she snapped waspishly.

“Well, it certainly is an elegant piece,” O’Keefe said, loading his voice with as much sarcasm as he could muster.

“Yes, they’re all the rage here, and very rare. It has taken me all of my life to get one.” The captain spoke the words evenly, and O’Keefe could not tell whether she was serious or not. But before he could pursue the issue any further she addressed the car. “Tangie, take me home. And have Seldon draw a hot bath for my arrival. A bubble bath, with salts and oils, if you please.”

The car rose higher above the lot while acknowledging the captain’s commands, pivoted, and then accelerated out into the stream of traffic that still coursed by the building. Immediately O’Keefe was treated to another petrifying jaunt through city traffic that for a second time slammed his vital signs through the roof. Fortunately, the city seemed to be more tall than wide, and they were out over the forest again in only minutes. But it was still a good while after they had left Bensora behind and had been speeding along on an even keel before O’Keefe could bring his breathing back to normal.

His body did not feel as though he had slept for too long a time, but he must have as it was now past midday and well into the afternoon. Judging by the height of the sun, he estimated there was only another hour or two before sunset. For the first time since they had lifted off the pad at police headquarters he spoke to the captain. “So how far is it to your home, time wise, I mean?”

“Oh, not far,” she answered, “about a half hour.”

Good, O’Keefe thought, time enough for a discussion. “So answer me this,” he began. “Suppose when your ship gets back from Earth it turns out that the Vazileks have indeed attacked there since we left. I don’t think for moment that they would be foolish enough to do that, but just for the sake of argument, let’s assume that it has in fact happened, and that the entire population of Earth has been either killed or enslaved. Would your people do anything about it, or would you just let it pass?”

The captain looked at him as if she were trying to discern some hidden trap buried within the question. When she did answer, she spoke slowly and thoughtfully. “I suppose we would do whatever possible to arrest those responsible. Even a barbarous society deserves justice.”

Gaping at her like she had just spoken gibberish, O’Keefe retorted incredulously, “Arrest them? What do you mean arrest them? You people don’t even know who they are or where they come from. How would you go about arresting them?”

“Mr. O’Keefe,” she answered, now obviously annoyed, “I can see where this conversation is headed, and I am not arguing this point with you. We have been over this ground before. We are making every effort to gain information about the Vazileks. Eventually these efforts will bear fruit, we will open a dialogue with their leadership, and some accommodation will be reached that will put an end to this insane violence. I understand that you are a product of your environment, and that it is difficult for you to accept the way we do things, but accept it you must. If you eventually return to your own world, you will be free to cling to your feral beliefs; but as long as you are living among us, it would behoove you to try to embrace a more civilized view.” She turned her head to gaze out her window as if to put an end to the discussion, but O’Keefe would have nothing of it.

“Not everyone in your society believes that nonsense, you know,” he persisted.

The captain slowly turned her face back to his and regarded him suspiciously. “What would lead you to say such a thing?” she asked pointedly. “You’ve hardly spoken to anyone save a few police officers and some medical staff. How could you possibly know anything about what people think?”

“I’ve spoken to Kira, and she doesn’t believe it. She expects to die in the near future, and she expects to die at the hands of the Vazileks.”

The captain stared back at O’Keefe, disbelief obvious on her countenance, but still she seemed hesitant to refute what he alleged. “I never heard that from her,” she finally said. “Why would she tell you that and not me?”

“Because we were lovers, that’s why.”

“No, you weren’t,” the captain said vehemently. “You were an assignment. I was her lover. She expressed some fears about the Vazileks from time to time, as we all have. But she never said anything about expecting to die. I don’t believe you.”

O’Keefe was far too dumbstruck by the revelation of a sexual relationship between the captain and Pellotte for it to register on his brain that she had spoken far less forcefully than someone who truly placed absolutely no credence in what he had just finished stating. So instead of pressing forward with his arguments all he could do was stumble over his words. “You two?” he said incredulously. “Lovers? While I was with Kira?”

“Yes, while you were with Kira,” she said mockingly.

“What kind of civilization is this?” O’Keefe cried. “Where the police force is full of promiscuous lesbians.”

“You ignorant savage!” the captain spat, infuriated now and leaning closer to him, aggressively intruding into his space. “My husband is missing; he has been for a long time. Kira lost her fiancé in the same way. Neither one of us knows if our men are alive or dead. We were hurt, we were lonely, and we served together. We needed each other. What we had was good for both of us. And we certainly never needed the approval of an aberrant barbarian such as yourself! You may not have noticed this, but most Akadeans have had a great deal more experience in life than you have had, and our sexuality is much more highly developed than yours will ever be. We certainly enjoy sex, but our relationships are precipitated by the emotions that we feel. We are not ruled by simple hormonal attraction, like say an insect, or perhaps you, would be. But I would not expect a beast like you to understand that.”

The captain fell sullenly back into her seat, again assuming her familiar command posture of both arms crossed tightly over her torso, while again staring out her window at the landscape below. This time O’Keefe—properly chastened, utterly shocked, and having failed yet again to gain any traction with the captain as far as enlightening her as to the danger her society faced—kept quiet. He did not know if it was possible for her to have the car summarily eject him from the cabin, but he didn’t feel like tempting fate. The two of them flew onward in silence until Tangie slowed and began to descend toward the trees.

“Does this mean we are almost ready to get out of this heap?” O’Keefe asked virulently.

“That is exactly what it means,” the captain replied, in a tone equally acidic as his own, making it consummately clear that she would be much happier after escaping his proximity.

“Good,” O’Keefe snorted, trying his best to convey the same message, but still feeling that she had somehow bested him yet again.

The craft continued to slow and descend, yet O’Keefe saw nothing that might have been a homestead anywhere. There was only the endless vista of primeval woodland laid out beneath them. As the uppermost branches of the trees loomed ever closer to the underside of the vehicle, O’Keefe could stand it no longer.

“Are you sure this thing knows where it’s going?” he asked.

“Yes, of course I’m sure.” The captain still spoke with disdain icily coating every word. “We’ll be there in just a moment.”

But several seconds later they were still slowly skimming along nearly within arm’s reach of the treetops, and O’Keefe had yet to sight anything that looked remotely like any kind of habitation. He had not even spotted an opening in the seemingly solid carpet of tall hardwoods. Nevertheless, the craft suddenly banked to the right and dove down into the forest. “Oh, shit,” O’Keefe cried out reflexively as he braced himself, convinced, for the fourth time since he had stepped off Vigilant, that death was staring him in the face.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:

Woodland World

Despite O’Keefe’s fears—his mind’s eye had for an instant been treated to an imagined snapshot of the vaulted roof of the forest filled with flaming debris tracing smoky arcs through the shaded stillness—the car did not smash itself to bits against the interlocking mesh of thick branches that the vehicle had suddenly pitched into. Instead he now watched with boundless relief as Tangie performed a slow, banking descent into a previously unseen and perfectly manicured passageway that spiraled down through the deciduous canopy.

He exhaled and slowly unclenched his fists, checking his palms as he did so for blood brought forth by the pressure of his fingernails. He was pleased to find none. Then he laid his head back, closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let out another long, slow, grateful exhalation.

When his eyelids lifted, the car was beneath the lowest of the leaf bearing limbs. Here, the canopy’s supporting boles were widely spaced and the car indolently steered left or right, avoiding them with ease. The diameters of the trees were considerably larger than the car was long, and nearly all of them were hundreds of feet in height. The titanic trunks filled the view in every direction, melding into a mottled sea of gray in the distance. Here and there across the shadowed and dreary sea of rough barked columns were lifted a few pathetic bits of greenery, the straggly and drooping leaves of the giant’s stunted offspring that struggled in the shade at their feet, attempting in vain to reach the life-giving light that shone so brightly on the forest’s crown. Their meager spreads of foliage, stubbornly clinging to their spindly limbs, looked lost and forlorn amid the bases of their massive progenitors. Only the floor of the forest showed any vigor, as darkly colored patches of ivy and delicate ferns proliferated there in the rich humus formed from the fallen and decomposing leaves from seasons past.

As the vehicle continued its lazy sweep downward, a split appeared in the earth below them, widening to reveal a sculpted oval opening. The car sailed gracefully into it, and floated down a short underground tube, the light fading as the doors behind them closed. Tangie’s roof began to rise even as the car still braked, admitting cool air and the loamy scent of the forest floor. When the vehicle had come to a smooth halt artificial light came up and gradually suffused the room in which they had parked with welcoming radiance. Hydraulic whines, amplified by the hard surfaces in the large but now sealed chamber, issued from beneath the car as its support struts extended and its wings were stowed. It settled lightly to the floor, and all was deathly still and silent.

O’Keefe realized at once that they had flown into a garage. Another vehicle—this one silver in color, slightly smaller, and with a bubble canopy rather than a conventional top—was parked on the far left side of the white-painted repository. It was as shiny and clean as Tangie, but nevertheless O’Keefe had the impression that it had not been moved for an extended period of time.

The chamber itself was much like any parking garage on Earth. It was larger than a standard two car model, but still it was a spare and spartan area with what appeared to be merely concrete for a floor. What differentiated it from most garages that O’Keefe had ever seen was that it was immaculately clean. Not so much as a single grease spot stained the floor. Also, it had been built with no right angles. The floor curved up into the wall while the wall arched over into the ceiling. There were no corners where dirt might accumulate.

Various appurtenances hung from the pristine walls at regular intervals. O’Keefe thought they must be tools of one sort or another, but few looked familiar and he could only guess at the functions of any of them.

Suddenly, a door at the front of the garage moved to one side to admit a floating robot and give O’Keefe a brief glimpse of the living area beyond. But the entrance closed as quickly as it had opened, leaving only the barest outline in the wall as evidence of its presence. The robot, a chromium canister covered with mechanical arms and connections of every sort, moved slowly but precisely down the wall, deftly snaring one of the utensils hanging there as it passed by. It attached the device to one of its connective ports and immediately the garage was filled with the muffled roaring of what was obviously a vacuum. The machine moved off behind the car and down the entry tunnel, sucking up the dry leaves and tiny debris that had been pulled into it by the passage of the captain’s vehicle.

O’Keefe turned to her, but she was already exiting. He snorted softly in exasperation before debarking himself, hurrying to intercept her in front of the car’s raised canopy. Forced at last to acknowledge his evidently repellent presence in her heretofore private domicile, she scowled grimly and finally spoke.

“Now that we have arrived without incident,” she said caustically and with only thinly veiled animosity, “welcome to my home.” O’Keefe duly noted that her tone did not sound welcoming in the least. He nodded sardonically and grunted softly with displeasure, but did not retort in any other way, while the captain brushed quickly past him, striding toward the same door that had admitted the robot. He turned to follow as it opened to allow her entry.

As soon as she crossed the threshold, a voice that seemed to come from close by and yet from no particular point, much like that of the car, greeted her. “Welcome home, Valessanna,” it said. The voice was feminine, tonally different from Tangie’s but still much the same in character. While the car had sounded girlish and obeisant, this voice had a slightly more dignified tenor; yet still it was almost cloying in its subservient sweetness. O’Keefe wondered to himself what her choices in machine servants revealed about the captain that he did not already know. He thought about it for only the briefest moment, and unable to come to any definitive conclusions due to his near complete lack of familiarity with Akadean technology, he simply shrugged and walked through the door himself. “I hope you had a pleasant voyage,” the voice continued.

“No, I had a perfectly awful voyage,” the captain answered. “Is my bath ready?”

“Of course, but do test the water before you immerse yourself. Tangie’s only instruction to me as to the desired temperature was ‘hot.’ Please inform me if the water needs heating or cooling.”

“I will,” the captain sighed, as if a heavy load still rested on her shoulders even after leaving Vigilant. “We have a guest, as I’m sure you are aware. Do your best to make him comfortable please.”

“Certainly. I have retina and voice print identification downloaded from Vigilant. Retina scans are congruent, but I would feel more comfortable with a voice comparable from Mr. O’Keefe before we go any farther.”

“Yes, I suppose you would,” the captain answered. “Mr. O’Keefe,” she said, “would you mind saying a few words for Seldon?”

“What?” O’Keefe muttered.

“She wants a voice print to compare with what she has on file. It’s just a security precaution; it’s nothing to worry about.”

“All right,” O’Keefe said skeptically. “It’s nice to meet you, Seldon. Is that enough, or do you need more?”

“Voice analysis complete,” the house intoned. Then, in a more compliant inflection, it said “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance as well, Mr. O’Keefe. Or do you prefer Hill?”

“Hill is fine,” O’Keefe replied, again with skepticism, wondering just how much personal information had been downloaded for the machine’s perusal.

“Very good, Hill. I will answer to Seldon. I am yours to command.”

“Within certain parameters, Seldon,” the captain interjected. “He is not to leave the house unless escorted by an authorized person. At present that means me and only me. No one else is to have contact with Mr. O’Keefe in any way. But right now I’m going directly to my bath, so why don’t you show him around.” She paused for a moment before speaking again. “Oh, and as long as we are on the subject of what is allowed, my bedroom and bath are off limits to our guest. There will be no exceptions to this rule at any time.”

“The parameters specified conflict with previously delivered instructions,” Seldon said sweetly.

“Explain!” the captain demanded, obviously surprised and angry at what amounted to insubordination from her own property.

“Hill is to have access to the grounds and surrounding area under my supervision. Also, he is authorized to leave the property with certain named police personnel. Would you like me to recite the list?”

“No, just tell me who provided it.”

“Inspector W. P. Claudaine, commander, Union Police Precinct number forty-two.”

The captain frowned and then glared at O’Keefe. “Well, Mr. O’Keefe,” she said wryly, “it appears that because of you my house is no longer my own.” Without waiting for a response, she turned and stalked away.

O’Keefe, for his part, glowered uselessly at her back, as usual unable to come up with a sufficient rebuttal to her accusations. All he could manage was to mutter an obscene deprecation under his breath concerning the captain’s morality and parentage.

“I did not quite catch that, Hill. Could you repeat it for me?” Seldon asked. Fortunately, he had used English, as he normally did when expressing his most graphic expletives, so the house had not fathomed his meaning. But in a flash of paranoid perception, he realized that the oversight would soon be corrected. Within hours nothing he said would be private. His every move was almost certainly being stored away for anyone with the necessary clearance to view upon demand. He made a mental note to not so much as whisper to himself in the future.

“It’s not important,” he said, and then changed the subject. “So exactly what are you, Seldon?”

“I am the house controller. I oversee the structure, the grounds, and the automation. I maintain the property and provide all manner of services for the occupants.”

“Does everyone here have a controller, or is the captain some kind of an elite?”

“If by ‘here’ you mean the planet Sefforia and by ‘have’ you mean to own as property, the answer to the first part of your question is no. Nearly everyone has access to a controller, one which they share with the other occupants of the building in which they reside, and usually a machine that was installed in that building during construction and networked to all of the residences at that time. Also many controllers are jointly owned and networked over vast distances in order to oversee however many properties are held by their collective ownership. But only a small percentage of the population has the wherewithal to have obtained sole ownership and exclusive access to a single controller, as is the case with Valessanna. As to the second part of your question, I am unsure how someone of your culture would define the concept of ‘elite,’ so I am unable to provide you with a valid response.”

“Well, I guess our captain has her own money at least,” O’Keefe mused. “Or is there something I don’t know about the living arrangements? Has she found some rich guy, I mean person, to replace her husband, or what?”

“I am forbidden to share any information of a personal nature concerning any primary user with any entity without the express authorization of said primary user.”

O’Keefe let that sink in for a moment before continuing. “So you can’t tell anyone about anything that I say to you?”

“Of course I can,” was the instant, but pleasant reply. “You are not a primary user.”

“So who besides the captain is a primary user?”

“Valessanna is the only primary user at present.”

“Oh,” O’Keefe said, laughing. “So she does live alone here.”

“I am forbidden to share any information of a personal nature concerning any primary user with any entity without the express permission of said primary user,” Seldon repeated.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” O’Keefe muttered. For the first time he turned his attention to the interior of the home. He stood in a small, rectangular room, about fifteen feet across, with three walls, the open side facing inward. The boundary of the open end was marked by a counter that jutted out from the left wall, leaving only about one quarter of the space navigable to foot traffic. The floor was polished stone. It appeared not to be a veneer but rather the bedrock that provided the foundation for the structure. The three walls were covered with cabinets and appliances. The ceiling was white, solid, and not translucent in any way, yet it, like many Akadean overheads, radiated light rather than merely reflecting it.

“I take it this is the kitchen,” O’Keefe said.

“That is correct,” answered the computer.

“So who does the cooking around here, you?”

“Generally speaking, the house automation handles all aspects of food preparation, including purchasing, deliveries, storage, cooking, serving, and cleaning, under my direct supervision, of course,” Seldon answered. “You may, however, elect to prepare you own nourishment if it pleases you to do so. Would you like to do so now?”

“No,” O’Keefe said with another laugh, “I was just wondering.” He wandered out into the large, octagonal room beyond the kitchen. His first sensation upon entering was that the appearance of the carpet belied its feel. It felt as if he had stepped out onto a surface underlaid with thick cushioning. Yet when he sank to his haunches and rubbed the short, ecru fibers between his fingers they felt as coarse as he would have expected from their appearance. He jabbed a single finger into the floor, testing the pad. It did not yield that much more extravagantly to the pressure he applied than any other carpet would have. Yet when he rose and took another step the sensation of sinking into softness remained.

Atop the carpet, the room was populated with soft upholstery of various shapes and sizes. But the pieces all shared the same cinnamon color and the same height and could be positioned to form any number of seating arrangements. Even the tables were upholstered blocks of the same construction, only topped with a light, polished wood that might or might not have been teak. O’Keefe ran his hand over the back of one of the chairs, and it had the feel of velour.

“My God,” he murmured, “it’s the galaxy’s largest pit group.” Then, smiling to himself, he spoke in a louder tone meant for Seldon. “So what’s the story with this stuff, is it still the ’70s here?”

There was a moment’s hesitation, as if the computer was furiously searching its memory banks, before Seldon’s soft voice filled the air. “I am unable to decipher your reference to ‘the ’70s.’ Please restate or clarify, and I will again attempt to answer your query.”

“Never mind. It was a joke.”

“Oh, humor,” Seldon answered in her unchanging, syrupy voice. “I must file that in my mirth folder for future reference.” O’Keefe was unsure whether the machine was simply stating a fact or if it’s programming was sophisticated enough to include irony. The thought made him smile and shake his head in wonder.

“What is this, the living room?” he asked.

“It is the common area,” Seldon replied simply.

“Humph,” O’Keefe grunted, wondering again if the computer was advanced enough to contradict him for spite or whether it just did not understand the concept of a living room. For a moment he considered pointing out the fact that a living room was a common area, but thought better of it, shrugged, and continued his inspection.

Glancing around, he noticed for the first time that the room where he stood was not an equilateral octagon. Instead it had two sets of three walls of equal dimensions flanking him to the left and right, while the two open sides; both to his front and his rear, the rear being the kitchen; were roughly twice the width of the other wall faces. The color of the walls was a uniform tan pigment, but it was such a pastel shade as to be very nearly off white. Each wall also had the outline of one of the nearly invisible automatic doors etched neatly into its right side, while on the solid area of each hung paintings and other artworks—all of them bold, colorful, and abstract—behind glass and held by simple wooden frames that matched the table tops. The open room he faced across the octagon looked to be some kind of entertainment area or media room, but he did not enter it nor question Seldon as to its function.

High above his head, a large circular skylight, about twenty feet in diameter, allowed him to look upward through a second story and into the green roof of the forest beyond. Filtered light from the outside streamed down through it into the dwelling. The skylight was surrounded by white railings on both the second level and what appeared to be the forest floor, but what lay beyond those railings was an unseen mystery from O’Keefe’s vantage point.

“How do I get up there?” he asked.

The answer came immediately as one of the six doors surrounding him soundlessly slid to one side while Seldon spoke. “Through this door and up the stairs to the landing takes you to the second level. However, there is very little to see there save storage, utilities, and environmental handlers. I would suggest that you continue across the landing and climb the second staircase to ground level. I believe you will find it most pleasing.”

“What? I have to walk?” O’Keefe asked facetiously. “Where’s the elevator?”

“There are two; one in the media room and one in Valessanna’s bedroom,” Seldon answered. “You may recall the bedroom has been declared off limits to you. Would you like to use the elevator in the media room?”

“No, I was just playing with you,” O’Keefe said. “I didn’t think there would actually be elevators in here. But I guess I should have known better.” He shuffled across the room and through the open doorway, turning to climb the stairs. Taking Seldon’s advice, he did not pause on the second level but immediately climbed the next staircase. As the level of his eyes crested that of the third story floor, he realized that the uppermost room was much more spacious than the one he had just abandoned. The skylight, seemingly large when viewed from below, took up less than ten percent of the floor space on this level. Around it, stained and highly polished wooden planks radiated from the railing at its edge for about forty feet, forming a circular floor that O’Keefe estimated to be about a hundred feet in diameter. Each board was less than an inch wide where it butted against the ring that enclosed the skylight, but each gradually widened to a width of nearly five inches at the outer edge of the floor.

Arranged over the hardwood flooring were seemingly random jumbles of furniture. There were two L-shaped desks, both fashioned in an angular, contemporary style and constructed of a highly polished wood reminiscent of cherry. Matching adjustable chairs, upholstered in leather, were pushed beneath them. Both workstations were placed in what appeared to be a haphazard fashion on opposite sides of the center skylight. They were topped with black keyboards but there was no sign of a monitor or any structure containing a processor. O’Keefe guessed that they were merely an alternate, perhaps emergency method of interfacing with Seldon. Additionally, each desk was complemented by tall cabinets, made of the same wood, and scattered about close by. Arching floor lamps of burnished brass hung over the work area of both desks. O’Keefe moved one of them about, experimenting, and found that it was counterweighted in some fashion that allowed the fixture to readily remain in whatever position the user placed it. Both desks and their attendant furnishings were underlaid by thick area rugs of navy blue.

In another part of the circle a large, comfortable chaise sat atop a white rug decorated with a complex geometric design the color of chryso-prase. It too sported a brass floor lamp and was flanked by a small table. It appeared to be a place designed for reading.

Besides two large boxes, veneered in dark wood, that were obviously manufactured for the house’s elevators to rise into, the only other furnishings were several groupings of upholstered chairs and settees desultorily scattered about the floor, each with their accompanying tables and lamps, and all of them arranged with no apparent theme or organization. But despite the seeming disorder, the room was enchanting nonetheless as it appeared to sit surrealistically open to the air atop the leaf strewn floor of the forest.

O’Keefe tentatively approached the outer edge of the circle, his arms outstretched like a blind man lost in a maze and attempting to grope his way to freedom. As he neared the periphery of the flooring he touched the side of what he guessed was a transparent enclosure, probably a dome. It had the same quality of slickness that he remembered from the glass at the space port. When he had explored by feel sufficiently to be certain that the wall rose perpendicularly from the ground to a height that would keep it from impacting his head as he approached the edge of the floor, he dropped his arms and gazed out into the forest.

The sun was low enough now that its rays hit the trees at an angle that blocked nearly all of the direct light, but amidst the gloaming there was still much to be observed. Small squirrel-like animals rampaged over the grounds, circling the bases of trees at breakneck speeds, chasing each other either out of playfulness or a desire to defend their territory; O’Keefe could not decide which. Birds flitted to and fro as they visited the feeders that were placed at regular intervals beyond the unseen exterior wall of the house. And there was still, in every direction he looked, the panorama of giant, obviously ancient trees rising toward the heavens. It was such a magnificent and captivating view that O’Keefe found he could not leave it for the confining part of the house below. Instead he crossed to a grouping of chairs that sat close to the edge of the floor and seated himself where he could gaze out into the world around him. The chair, like seemingly everything else Akadean, was a bit small for him, but he found that by stretching his legs out in front of him he could still be quite comfortable.

“Why didn’t I see this when we flew in, this room I mean,” he asked, speaking into the air, confident that Seldon could hear him no matter where he went in the house.

“The outer surface of the dome is currently programmed to resemble the forest floor,” the controller answered. “It is easily discernible from ground level, but difficult to see if one is approaching the house from the angle of the vehicular passage, particularly if the person approaching does not know what to look for or where to look for it. The privacy function can be modified, of course, or even shut down entirely, but only at the behest of a primary user.”

“I take it you maintain the vehicle passage as well?” O’Keefe asked.

“The house robots maintain all aspects of the structure and the grounds, under my direct supervision. This is the second time you have indirectly questioned the maintenance of certain aspects of the household, which is my primary function. Should I endeavor to upgrade my performance capabilities?” The tone of Seldon’s voice never wavered, even though the content of its speech was a response to what it must have considered insults.

“No,” O’Keefe said, “I’ve just never been in a house that could take care of itself. I’m not questioning your abilities; it’s just amazing to me. And you seem to be doing a fine job. I mean, look at the dome here. It’s so clean that it’s invisible to me, and yet the trees must rain stickiness and dirt on it every day.”

“Ordinarily the dome requires no cleaning. It is field protected.”

O’Keefe had only the vaguest of ideas as to exactly what field protection was. And generally speaking he would have been reluctant to admit to his ignorance, but the inanimateness of Seldon was somehow comforting in that regard. He asked for an explanation without a second thought.

“The house is equipped with field generators that cover the dome with an electro-magnetic shield. It is strongest closer to the dome and weaker farther away. It repels any dirt or debris, and cushions any collisions that may occur, thus protecting any fauna that come into contact with the dwelling. If you look to the outer edge of the floor you may observe where the field, although compressed by the earth, pushes the soil away from the dome.”

As Seldon spoke, O’Keefe stood, walked to the edge of the floor to check, and found that he could clearly see that the soil was indeed uniformly parted from the floor around its entire circumference by a little more than an inch.

“Look to your left,” Seldon continued, “and I will arrange a demonstration.”

O’Keefe did as he was instructed and quickly spied a shiny metallic cylinder floating slowly toward him. As it came closer O’Keefe recognized it as the robot he had seen cleaning up the garage in the wake of their arrival. He could see the vacuum attachment still plugged into the side of the machine. The machine began to rise as it approached the edge of the room, keeping above the transparent wall, until it was directly above the center of the skylight. There, a small hatch in the side of the vacuum attachment popped open and the debris that had been collected spilled from it. But before the detritus impacted the dome, it began to slide away from the center and down toward the sides through all three hundred and sixty degrees. In a few moments no trace of the leaves and dirt remained.

The robot, meanwhile, descended to the edge of the dome, very close to the ground, and proceeded to police the area adjacent to the residence. It reversed the vacuum attachment, which now served as a blower, to clear the area of loose bits of the forest that had fallen too close. It also brandished a grappling arm to haul in dead twigs and branches and a small laser to rid the space of any unwanted sprig or root too entrenched to be moved by merely the force of air.

O’Keefe returned to his chair and sat down to once again watch as night began to settle over the forest. Unbidden, a great yawn stretched his jaws widely. The scene before him was so idyllic that it seemed like only moments before darkness had fallen and the only light in the room was that which rose up through the skylight from below. Presently, he heard the voices of Seldon and the captain also drifting up through the opening. The merest scent of perfume wafted past his nostrils. For the first time he realized that the home had up until that point been completely olfactory neutral. It had been utterly without odor or aroma of any kind upon their entry. He heard soft footfalls on the stairway and then the captain’s voice. “Bring up the lamps, Seldon,” she ordered. Immediately every lamp in the room began to emit nascent light, gradually brightening as if unseen hands turned rheostats on each fixture in unison. Shortly, the captain said, “That’s enough,” and the light stabilized.

O’Keefe twisted his neck to his left and looked around the back of his chair at the woman. She stood at the top of the stairs, barefoot; dressed only in an ankle-length, white robe, with a towel wrapped around her hair. Out of uniform, she seemed unexpectedly dainty and frail, and very feminine—a perception that took O’Keefe by surprise. He had not expected to ever see her as anything more than a battleaxe, a lean and shapely battleaxe to be sure, but a battleaxe nonetheless.

In a moment, her eyes, which had been casting glances about the room, locked onto his face. “Ah, there you are,” she said, as a brief hint of a smile adorned her face. O’Keefe got the unequivocal feeling that the upturned corners of her lips were an expression of relief rather than affection. Her smile was that sort of pleased expression that one employs when a new pet is found to have done no damage when left unsupervised for a time. “Seldon tells me you have yet to visit your room,” she continued. “Wouldn’t you like to change, bathe, see where you are to sleep?”

“I got sidetracked,” said O’Keefe, noncommittally, as he noticed that a smallish, shining, cylinder shaped robot had risen through the skylight and stationed itself high above the center of the room. He watched it for several long moments before he came to the conclusion that as long as the captain stayed upstairs, it would as well.

The captain paused while he studied the robot, making it seem as if she were vainly groping for something to say. When she continued, her tone fairly shrieked of forced congeniality. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. What would you like for dinner?” As she spoke, she approached him, her arms tightly crossed in her habitual pose. She stopped her advance about ten feet away and stood, waiting for his response.

“How about Mexican,” he finally said.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to be a bit more specific. Seldon knows naught of your world’s cuisine.”

“All right,” O’Keefe began slowly, searching for the words in his mental database, and finding that all of them existed. “Something spicy, with beef or chicken. Something garnished with lots of cheese and with sides of rice and beans. Something with corn tortillas, salsa, and hot sauce. Can you come up with something like that, Seldon?”

The computer’s soft, level voice immediately filled the room. “Of course I can. I have the culinary database of the entire Sefforian network to draw from. It will take about forty-five minutes to prepare. May I fix you a drink while you wait?”

O’Keefe stifled a laugh, still amazed at the controller’s abilities. “Yes, please,” he said. “How about some of that emerdal, do you have any of that?”

“It is a household staple,” the computer replied. “What would be your temperature preference?”

“Just a shade this side of freezing would suit me just fine.”

“Very well,” Seldon continued. “Shall I prepare the dining room, Valessanna, or do you prefer to eat in the dome?”

The captain looked to O’Keefe. “You’re the guest here. What would be your preference?”

“I like it here,” he said, more because he did not feel like moving than anything else. “It’s beautiful.” But the view had already faded into the night. The light from the lamps, somehow unreflective against the inside of the dome, cast a lambent glow over the area next to the house, but otherwise all that could be seen were the small gaps in the crown of the forest where the twilight sky peeked through. Nevertheless, he stared out into the darkness, still mesmerized by its spell.

“Very well,” Seldon again intoned. “And for future reference, I do have some conception of Mexican cuisine. Since your arrival I have downloaded a great many previously restricted files, now available to me because of your presence here, concerning your home world. I am now able to decipher your native tongue and should be able to comprehend all but your most exotic requests.” O’Keefe shuddered slightly, recalling his previous circumspection. “Will you be sharing the emerdal, Valessanna, or shall I bring you something different?”

“No, emerdal is fine, thank you,” she answered before padding softly over to one of the desks. O’Keefe could hear her behind him but did not turn to look. There were the sounds of drawers opening and hands retrieving articles from within them. Shortly, the drawers were pushed shut and the sounds ceased. The captain wrestled a chair over the thick area rug and placed it next to O’Keefe’s, with only a small table between them. She held out her hand to him. “Here. Try these. It will make the scenery much more interesting.”

O’Keefe looked down at her hand and took the proffered item. It was what appeared to be a pair of sunglasses, with lenses as black as obsidian. The frames were not overly thick, but the glasses were nevertheless quite heavy for their size. He got the impression by their heft that they were densely packed with power. He raised them to his eyes and the night suddenly became day. It was not the green-tinged light enhancement of Terran-style night scopes. He looked out into the trees as if it were noon. He pulled the spectacles down on his nose and looked over them, if only to verify the night, then pushed them back up to cover his eyes. The forest was contagiously irenic. He settled back into his chair, watching as the leaves high above swayed gently in the breeze.

O’Keefe glanced over at the captain, and saw that she too had donned a pair of the night vision glasses. She now sat in the chair next to him and gazed placidly out into the forest as if the aversion she had felt for him only an hour ago had been completely scrubbed away during her bath. He checked her hands and noticed that the paralyzer she had used on him at the spaceport was now conspicuously absent. “So why are you being so nice all of a sudden?” he asked bluntly.

He heard a slight sigh escape the captain’s lips before she began to answer. “Now that I’ve taken some, ah, medication, for the stress I’ve been under, and had some time to relax, I regret my earlier inhospitality, Mr. O’Keefe,” she said haltingly. “I’ve had a bad few months, and I wasn’t altogether pleased by the living arrangements made for you by the force. I’m not used to sharing my home and my possessions with outsiders. However, I recognize that you have been through a difficult time as well, and as we are going to be living, at least for the time being, in the same abode, I thought it would be much easier for both of us if we made an effort to be civil to each other.” He turned his head to see the captain sitting expectant and erect on the edge of her chair, her arms still tightly crossed, awaiting his reply.

But still he was silent for several seconds before nodding slightly. “Sounds good to me,” he finally said, and then added, “and you can drop that Mr. O’Keefe stuff. Call me Hill.”

“Yes. All right,” she said, relaxing slightly and dropping her hands into her lap. “My name is Valessanna. I guess you know that, but most people call me Val.”

“Okay,” O’Keefe said, “Val it is. These glasses are amazing by the way. It’s like broad daylight out there when I look through them.”

“Well, now that you can see what’s going on outside, would you like to hear it as well?” the captain asked.

“You can do that?” O’Keefe ventured tenuously, his voice betraying disbelief.

“Of course,” she said.

“Well, all right. I would like to hear it.” He expected speakers connected to outside pick-ups to come to life, or for the captain to hand him some type of ear wear to enhance his perceptions. But there would be none of that. The captain simply spoke to the controller instead.

“Seldon, open the dome please,” she ordered.

O’Keefe sensed no movement nor heard any mechanical whisperings, yet almost immediately the room was filled with the soft stridulation of the insect world. He felt as if he were sitting unprotected amidst the trees.

“Is the dome gone?” he asked, pulling the glasses from his face and looking questioningly toward the captain.

“No, it’s still there, it’s just open,” she replied. Then, to his look of bewilderment, she continued. “The dome is constructed of two pieces, one atop the other.” She placed the palm of one hand over the clenched fist of the other to demonstrate. “Both have openings at intervals in their surface. To open the dome, the outer section is rotated until the holes align. Sound is allowed through, though at somewhat reduced decibel levels, as even the passage of air and sound is impeded by the protective field. Anything liquid or solid is kept completely out. You could open up this room in the middle of a snow storm and sit here just as comfortably as you and I are now, though it would tax the environmental plant a bit.”

“Humph,” O’Keefe grunted appreciatively, replacing the glasses over the bridge of his nose. Suddenly, out of a tree directly before him, came a streaking spot of mammalian vitality. It swooped speedily down through the air until it landed easily against the side of its objective, one of the hanging bird feeders. Once it gained its perch the form froze and its gray fur coalesced into a rodent—a flying squirrel. After a few moments of tentative watchfulness, the bug-eyed little creature apparently decided it was safe, and began to contentedly dine on the various seed offerings held within the feeder.

“Well, I see my little friend is still here,” the captain said, obviously amused by its antics. At her words the squirrel started a bit but quickly went back to munching seeds after a cursory inspection of the surrounding area. But it did not stay at the feeder for long. In only a few minutes, an owl-like bird came winging through the trees and found a perch on a branch high above. That sent the squirrel gliding away and scrambling up a tree before the bird had finished folding its wings. The avian predator sat utterly immobile, except for its head, which swiveled at intervals to gaze intently in one direction or another. After several minutes of detecting no prey, it took wing and flew gracefully away until it was lost from sight.

“How can the forest here be so much like a forest on Earth?” O’Keefe asked. “I always figured if there was life out here it would be unlike anything I had ever seen before. I would have expected red tree trunks growing in spirals with big copper leaves, or something like that.”

“Much knowledge was lost in the Cataclysm,” the captain answered. “But we know that the ancients remodeled worlds as easily as we build cities. In doing so they spread many life forms across this part of the galaxy. Depending on the environment, species have in most cases evolved to become slightly different on different worlds, but by and large most of the planets in the Union have much flora and fauna in common. Don’t let me deceive you however; there are many living things here that you would find nowhere on your Earth, and vice versa.”

Out of the corner of his eye, O’Keefe discerned subtle movements off to his left. He turned to see a silent robot floating toward him, clutching in its mechanical hands a silver tray holding a small pitcher of emerdal and two crystal glasses. The machine approached with surety and, like its gravity bound counterpart owned by the Lindys, deftly placed the gleaming tray on the table between himself and the captain without the slightest hint of impaction. Then it grasped the crystal flagon of emerdal and filled both glasses until they were precisely three quarters full. Setting the pitcher back on the tray, it retreated the way it had come.

O’Keefe reached for one of the tall, slender goblets. It was cool to the touch, cool enough to induce from him an unconscious nod of approval. He had learned from repetition that when the outside of Akadean crystal was cool, its contents would be frigid. He took a generous sip, savoring the piquant flavor on his tongue for long seconds before slowly swallowing. Despite its chill, the liquid warmed him as it flowed down his throat and into his belly. The tightness in his muscles fled as the drink began to spread succor through his bones. Soon the glass was empty, and he poured himself another. As more of the sweet intoxicant flowed into his limbs, his ingenerate predisposition for introversion began to ebb and was replaced by a slightly less inhibited and more gregarious temperament.

He turned to look at the captain, pulling off the night vision device as he did so. The liquor seemed to have relaxed her as well as she now sat leaning deeply back into her chair with her legs curled beneath her, her robe pulled tightly about her body and snugly up beneath her chin. Her glass, only about a quarter full now, was held demurely within her delicate fingers. She brought it smoothly to her lips for another sip. The night vision spectacles remained perched high on the bridge of her nose as she watched the forest outside. O’Keefe studied her for several more moments before abruptly jumping into a chat session with both feet.

“The other desk, and the car in the garage. Your husband’s?” he asked.

The captain turned to him and pulled off her glasses, startled. She remained mute for a moment, as if weighing whether to enter into such a conversation or simply tell her barbarian guest to shove it. She looked away, but somewhat to O’Keefe’s surprise she answered as she did so. “Yes,” she said simply.

“So what happened? I know from Kira that his ship was lost. Was it the Vazileks?” O’Keefe was dimly aware that he might be treading over ground the captain was averse to crossing, but with the drink emboldening him and the sudden changes the day had wrought, he needed to talk to someone. He was hoping that maybe the captain felt the same way.

“No,” she answered, before quickly correcting herself. “Maybe. No one knows really. His ship just disappeared. There was no wreckage, no debris, no drones, no buoy; nothing at all. They were just gone.” She turned her face away, staring out into the night. “I don’t know why I keep all his things. I need to accept that he’s not coming home.” Her voice was draped with the sound of bereavement.

O’Keefe felt a pang of conscience. It was a feeling he wasn’t used to experiencing. For decades his own misfortunes had so far surpassed that of the few people he came into contact with that he had never felt much need to watch his tongue for fear of evoking some painful memory. He was accustomed to others stumbling over their words while trying to negotiate the minefield of his hurts, but he rarely if ever had found himself in the same position. And yet now suddenly it was he who had come lunging through the captain’s armored façade like a lance thrusting into an old, deep, and never healing wound. He felt like an unthinking child roughly chasing a ball through a neighbor’s treasured garden, crushing the painstakingly cultivated blooms as he went, and only upon retrieving his toy turning to see the damage that he had wrought. He took another long sip of the emerdal, cursing himself as he did so, and thinking of a similar faux pas in Vigilant’s arboretum with Pellotte.

Not really knowing how to apologize, he attempted a slight change of subject instead. “So tell me about him. What was he like? How did you meet?” If speaking of his death was still such a bane to her, O’Keefe reasoned, perhaps speaking of his life would provide a balm.

There was another short moment of silence, but when the captain’s voice floated back to him it came like a soft breeze, as if she were speaking to the night rather than to him. “I met Kebler on the job,” she said. “We were both in the Cartographic Corps. I was captain of the Traverser, and he came aboard as the head cartographer for a mission that was to strike out beyond the outer rim. It was dangerous; there were of course no charts of anything out where we were going, so it demanded the utmost in cooperation between the cartographers and the crews. There were two other ships assigned to accompany us. Usually there would have been more, but since it was pure exploration, with no real commercial value at stake, there was just the three of us. We would be gliding along sub-light, with every sensor aboard working overtime, while the Examiner and the Curious leapfrogged us. We would capture a drone from the lead ship and the cartographers would download the information the other ships had gathered. Then we would deep drive, passing the others, until we were just at the point where we had no more spatial data than that of the light generated by the stars. There we would go sub-light, scan the area around us and drop a buoy to monitor that parcel of space, dispatch our own drone back to the trailing ship, and start the whole process over again. We would go on like that for days on end.

“The danger, of course, is all in the deep driving. If the map boys make a mistake on their coordinates, or the crews make a navigational error, a ship can end up flying off into unknown space at many times the speed of light. There’s a lot of emptiness out there, but at the kind of velocities we move it isn’t too awfully hard to find something to hit when you travel outside of mapped shipping lanes. That’s why we are lucky to be here. Vigilant did just that in our escape from your world.

“Anyway, on a survey mission like that, there is generally one group of cartographers for each watch on each ship. They work as a team for the length of the assignment, the theory being that the better each party knows the other the more efficient and less hazardous the work becomes. On most missions it goes without saying that the head cartographer works the same watch as the senior captain for the mission, so Kebler normally would have been aboard the Curious and working alongside Belker. But Kebler went against convention during that particular survey. He insisted on berthing aboard the Traverser, and further insisted on working my watch.” The captain paused there for a moment, a hint of amusement crossing her face.

“I think everyone on the expedition knew what he was up to, but still it took him forever to get around to it. Well, in truth, he never did get around to it. He was trying to act so professional when really all he was doing was procrastinating. We had been out for about a month when I finally got tired of waiting. I asked him to go for a bite once our watch was over, and as soon as we were alone in the lift I took things into my own hands, so to speak. Then he had to make a decision. He had to either run away or come along for the ride, and he wasn’t going to run. All I can say is that it was a good thing I had enough rank to stop the lift in mid-transit or some of the crew might have gotten an eyeful when the doors opened. And we were a couple from then on.

“We were married a few months after the mission was done. He sold his condominium in the clouds on D’mirnoch and moved here to be with me. Not that his place was in any way undesirable, mind you; but the land here in the forest has been in my family for generations, for thousands of years, and I certainly wasn’t going to give that up. And we were happy, deliriously so, until it was time to ship out again. After that we never had much time to spend together. The corps tried to be accommodating, but there was only so much they could do. We always managed to find a few weeks out of the year to spend together here, but otherwise it was catch as catch can. We would see each other for a few days in one spot and then for a few days somewhere else. But it was always the same. Just about the time we were getting comfortable with each other again, it would be time to say goodbye.

“But it hardly seemed so important then. I always thought we had plenty of time. He was barely seventy years my senior; we should have had centuries together. But then there was his last mission. He was aboard the Pathfinder, a brand new ship on her maiden cruise. No one knows what happened. There were several ships assigned to the squadron, all of them leapfrogging as usual, but when it was the Pathfinder’s turn to deep drive, she didn’t reappear where she was supposed to. The other vessels searched for days but could find no trace of her. No distress calls, no drones; as I said, nothing at all. That was nearly six years ago now. I can’t believe it’s been that long.” The captain halted her narrative and sat motionless, still staring out into the dark, lost in her private reverie.

Suddenly she looked directly at O’Keefe, her vulnerability vanishing. The habitual veil of sternness with which she usually cloaked her countenance closed over her face like a hastily drawn theater curtain. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” she said as if irritated. “What do you care of my life and my troubles? I shouldn’t be whining and going on like some forty-year old girl prattling on about her first love.”

Ordinarily, what she had said about O’Keefe would have been true. For the large majority of his life O’Keefe had not cared enough about anyone to be even infinitesimally interested in hearing about any of their problems. Since the war, his paralysis, and the death of his parents, he had never had much more to lose, at least from an emotional standpoint, so the problems of other people seemed to him to be merely trifling and silly. Any development of empathy for others beyond which he had possessed as a child had been completely arrested. It was in fact quite possible that his capacities in that regard had suffered erosion over the years. He could not be sure; his memory was not dependable enough in such matters. But one thing was certain, his empathic abilities were much like his conscience; neither had gotten a whole lot of exercise for a very long time. But for reasons he could not now fathom, the captain’s tale had put a distinct and heavy ache in the pit of his heart. The feeling wasn’t unfamiliar; it was feeling it on someone else’s behalf that was a new sensation. That must have been evident on his face because now she looked at him as if she were the one who should be ashamed. She looked away and fiddled with the sash of her robe, studied the floor for a few moments, and refilled her glass with emerdal. At last she settled back into the chair and spoke again.

“What about you?” she asked. “Is there anyone you care about, someone that we took you from?”

O’Keefe was momentarily stunned. His jaw fell agape at the thought of anyone asking such a foolish question before it dawned on him that she saw him as youthful and whole, not past middle aged and crippled.

“No,” he finally said. “I mean, I thought I was in love a couple of times as a kid, but after I was wounded I didn’t get out much or meet many people,” and besides, nobody ever gave a good god-damn about me when I was stuck in that chair, his mind screamed. “Things just never worked out.”

“I’m sorry,” the captain said, and O’Keefe believed she truly was.

He uncharacteristically spoke up, starting the conversation anew. He knew he should have let it go, but he suddenly experienced an overwhelming desire to know more about the fate of Kebler Nelsik. “What do you think could have happened,” he asked tentatively, “to the Pathfinder I mean.”

She glanced at him sharply, as if surprised or even upset by the question. Nevertheless, she was soon rambling on again, the emerdal evidently loosing a need for loquaciousness within her, much as it had for O’Keefe.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve been over it a thousand times and nothing makes any sense. There have been many occasions where malfunctions or human error have caused cartography ships to overshoot their assigned coordinates, and generally nothing happens. The crews wipe their brows, count their blessings, and go on about their work, albeit considerably more carefully. And there have also been more tragic consequences. Some few crews have gone off into uncharted space and had collisions so violent that all they left behind was some space dust and an energy signature. Others have hit smaller objects and left a swath of wreckage light years long. But the Pathfinder left no trace at all; at least none that was ever found, despite an extensive search.

“I suppose it is conceivable that there could have been some malfunction that drove them so far out into uncharted space that any evidence of their fate was beyond the search parameters, but it hardly seems likely, or even possible for that matter.

“Or, they may have, for reasons unknown, gone off on another vector after they went sub-light at the wrong coordinates and met their fate in an area that there was no cause to search. But that doesn’t make any sense. There would have been no reason for them to do that when they could have merely retraced their path, finding their way to safety through the same space they had just traversed.

“They may have had deep drive problems or other damage so severe that they had to set the ship down somewhere for repairs that ultimately could not be made, and they’re out there, stranded on another world, waiting for rescue. But they would have sent a drone, all of their drones by this time, to tell us where they are.

“That is what is so mysterious about their disappearance. Any accident cataclysmic enough to destroy the ship would have left evidence behind so substantial that it could not have been missed. A Trailblazer class cartography vessel is not by any stretch of the imagination a large ship, but they still have an extensive engineering plant and a deep drive. Even if the vessel had been completely vaporized, the explosion of a starship of any size is a cosmic event on a scale that should be readily detectable with no search at all. So there you have it. It is hard to envision a scenario where the ship was either destroyed far enough away to remain undetected, or one where it was disabled in a way that both kept it from returning home and rendered it unable to send for aid.

“I know from a rational standpoint that I’m being foolish, but the only possibility that I can’t rule out is a mutiny. That has never happened in the Corps, so on the surface it seems out of the question. It could be just my mind’s refusal to accept the loss of Kebler, I don’t know. Maybe I’m searching in vain for some sequence of events that would have the end result of allowing him to survive, but even when I try to look at it as objectively as possible I can’t bring myself to think so. I’ve done some research on the subject. With the exception of those ships lost in areas that the Vazileks have penetrated, no government owned ship, or for that matter any starship, has been lost without a trace or a distress signal for at least five thousand years. Such a circumstance may never have occurred, but five millennia was as far back as I looked.

“So I can’t help but think that maybe he is still out there. I think the reason no one has been able to uncover any trace of them is because the mutineers who took the ship do not want to be found. I think some small group of people on board took the Pathfinder and hijacked it for their own purposes. And maybe, just maybe, the crew is not dead but is being held captive somewhere. I know that it is a thin hope, but mutiny, flight, and deliberate evasion is the only concatenation of assumptions I can come up with that fits the facts, or I guess I should say the lack of them. That ship wasn’t lost; someone stole it. That’s why I volunteered and took a commission in the police force. If criminals have that ship, I want to be in on finding them.” She leaned farther back in her chair and looked unseeing out into the forest, biting her lower lip.

O’Keefe did not have the heart to state the obvious. If there had been mutineers aboard the Pathfinder, and if they had wanted to disappear and have no one ever learn of what they had done, the first thing on their agenda would have been to kill any witnesses. So he kept his thoughts to himself and was cautiously vague when he spoke again.

“Stranger things have happened,” he said, and it was not a lie. In any disaster, there almost always seemed to be someone who, against all odds, somehow survived. O’Keefe was too cynical to believe that was the case in this instance, but still it wasn’t a lie. That wasn’t much to credit himself with, but it made him feel a bit better about his morbid curiosity.

The captain continued to gaze out into the darkness for some time before speaking again. But when she did, she seemed almost excited. “What about you?” she asked. “You’re in much the same situation as what I’ve been theorizing. No one on Earth knows where you’ve gone. I’m sure your family is agonizing over your puzzling disappearance just as I have been over Kebler’s. How do you feel about that? Are you driven to let them know that you yet live, that you might see them again someday? You must know that if you do not remain here you will die in only a few years. You can’t really want to go back, despite what you have told me. But that aside, would you feel it necessary to contact your home again, just to have some small connection with your loved ones?” The captain sounded hopeful, as if his reactions would be analogous to her husband’s, but O’Keefe had nothing in him to justify her reasoning.

“When I said there was no one to care about back home, I meant no one at all. I don’t have any family,” he said. “Except the dogs. And they are almost certainly passed on by now, either killed in the explosion that got me, or starved, or something.” A pang of loss struck him, and he unconsciously lowered his chin to his chest.

“I’m sorry,” the captain said again, and this time O’Keefe was certain she meant it. Now it was his turn to look away; as he squeezed an inchoate tear from each eye with his thumb and forefinger, wiping them off on the bridge of his nose as inconspicuously as possible. The tears weren’t just for Bizzy and Ajay, but for what their passing reminded him of—the too many deaths that he had already been witness to.

Get a hold of yourself, he thought. He pulled the rue from his face and pushed his anguish back into the dark corners of his mind, back to those places he rarely visited.

“And about going back home,” he said, once he was sure his voice would not falter, “I’m not sure what I think about that. But what I told you before is the absolute truth. If it is the only alternative to staying here and being treated like a troglodyte criminal for the next eight or nine hundred years, then home looks pretty good from where I’m sitting.”

There was another short period of uncomfortable silence between them before the captain spoke again. “You’re really not what I would have expected an aberrant to be,” she said softly. “I mean, before I took Vigilant to Earth.”

“Thank you, I think,” O’Keefe said, unsure of how to take the remark. It was as if the haughty woman thought it would be complimentary to him if she were only slightly less condescending than she had been in the past.

But he let the remark pass with no further comment, and instead of searching for some kind of retort he reflected solemnly on the captain’s mention of home. Surely his hastily drawn plan to return to Earth with a literal fountain of youth was in reality nothing more than a pipe dream. He had declared his intentions to himself in a fit of anger, and now that the pique had passed he was no longer sure of what he wanted, much less what he could actually accomplish. He was only one man, one man who was but a prisoner. He would be fortunate in the extreme to escape confinement if the Akadeans were adamant in wanting to hold him. It now seemed incredibly naïve to have believed that he was in any way capable of absconding with important aspects of their technology and somehow making his way back to Earth as well.

In addition, when he thought about it, it astonished him how quickly the largest part of his adult life had become a thing of the past. A few short months ago he had been a hostage to unending depression, a impotent cripple chained to rolling chairs; while now he was relaxing on another world, a drink in his hand, his legs restored, and youthful vigor revived in the whole of his body. Where before he had been on a single path of hardship that led only to an unheralded end, now myriad trails branched out before him, many of them leading toward undreamt of and extraordinary destinies. His situation could change again very quickly, many times over, and in the long run anything might be possible. It would almost certainly do him no good to at this point tether himself to one particular objective without regard to other options that might beckon to him without warning. Roll with the punches, he thought. Eventually opportunity will come knocking.

Suddenly he became aware of a potent and peppery aroma assaulting his nostrils. It was the chow Seldon had promised. He wrenched his neck around to peer over his shoulder and saw one of the house robots approaching from across the room. It carried two collapsible tables in its mechanical arms and towed a large tray of steaming food.

O’Keefe rose, crossed the floor to the automaton, and took one of the tables from its metallic grasp. After a quick perusal revealed the secret of how it unfolded and latched, he opened it and set it before his chair while the robot placed the other in front of the captain. Meanwhile, the serving tray hung suspended in the air where the robot has positioned it. As O’Keefe watched, three sturdy legs descended from beneath it, forming a trivet, and whatever power that served to hold the tray aloft receded. Its newly extended feet settled gently to the floor, all three of them making contact with the hardwood at exactly the same instant.

O’Keefe circled back round his chair to survey the food. The lone platter on the tray held a seasoned meat dish, with the meat rolled in what appeared to be genuine tortillas and covered liberally with cheese and brown sauce. It looked for all the world to be a platter of genuine beef enchiladas. There was also a large ceramic tureen filled with a rice concoction and another bowl holding a thick soup brimming with vegetables. The fiery scent of jalapenos floated up with the steam from the latter. A large flagon of liquid rested in one corner of the trencher, next to a bowl of ice. China, crystal, and utensils were arranged neatly along one edge. The captain sidled up next to him and studied the repast as well.

“What’s in the pitcher?” he asked.

“Cold tea. Seldon is well aware that, unless I specify otherwise, I always take tea with dinner in lieu of wine or a drink.”

“Iced tea? As in sweetened iced tea?” O’Keefe asked, arching a brow expectantly.

“Of course,” the captain answered without hesitation.

“With real sugar?”

“Yes.” She regarded O’Keefe patiently but quizzically.

“Ah,” he purred. “My respect for your civilization grows by leaps and bounds.” He reached for the ewer, ignoring the captain’s look of befuddlement, and poured some of the brownish nectar into a tall glass, being careful to leave enough room at the top to add what he considered to be exactly the right amount of ice. Raising it to his lips, he took a long, leisurely sip. He was surprised to find that even lemon had been added in what tasted like precisely the right proportion. “Oh, goodness,” he said, almost whispering. “That is what I call a grade-A glass of tea. Was this on Vigilant and no one told me?”

“Well, yes and no,” the captain answered, smiling slightly and obviously amused. “There’s always tea on board, of course. But not exactly like this. The food synthesizers are good at a lot of things, but I’ve never been aboard a ship, particularly a police vessel, that could produce a reasonable facsimile of fresh brewed tea. I think a lot of it has to do with the fleet’s rendition of lemon juice. Besides the fact that it is indeed sour, it has very little in common with the real thing.” She stood and watched him savor the taste in tiny sips for several seconds. “Well?” she finally asked, “you’re the guest. Are you going to fill your plate, or did you expect me to serve you?”

“No, I was just waiting for you. Ladies first, and all that.”

The captain looked at him with complete incomprehension. “What does that mean?” she asked.

“OK, I take it you don’t do that here,” O’Keefe said as he reached for a plate. “Since you had sweet tea I must’ve gotten carried away. I was almost ready to believe that civility was a part of your culture. I’m sure now that I was mistaken.” He had spoken with utter facetiousness, and had been grinning the whole time, but the captain looked at him as if she were biting back gall. He sighed and turned his attention to loading generous portions of food atop his plate, already well aware that he should have not have attempted light banter with someone as severe and uncompromising as the captain. It seemed unlikely that the two of them would make it through their first dinner alone together without the onset of another argument. He took his food and seated himself without another look at the woman.

He ate without comment for several minutes before the inevitable questioning occurred as she broached the subject for a second time. “I want to be sure I comprehend you correctly,” she said. “Am I to understand that in your society it is a sign of civilization,” she used the word sarcastically, “to allow a female to precede a male in any given activity?”

O’Keefe swallowed a saucy bite of enchilada before he could respond. “It’s not so much a sign of civilization as it is a sign of good manners, and good manners result in civility, and civility leads to a more civilized society. Or at least so I was told.” O’Keefe took another bite, hoping that the captain would do the same and let the conversation die. He was getting the distinct impression that the longer this line of discourse proceeded, the closer he was to being referred to as an uncouth, heathen savage yet again.

But naturally she would not let it drop. “Why would it be good manners to let a female precede a male?” she asked, seemingly genuinely perplexed by the idea.

“It’s just a small gesture to show respect for women.” He hoped beyond hope that the amorphous explanation would satisfy her curiosity, but somehow he knew it would not.

“I do not understand,” she continued. “Are you saying that you find it civilized to show respect for females for no other reason than that they are in fact female?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Fine, I don’t care,” O’Keefe said, annoyed now. “I don’t know why we are even talking about this. I was just trying to be polite, for goodness sake. It’s not some nefarious plot to undermine your authority or lull you into indifference so I might perpetrate some horrible act. I would have done the same thing for any other woman had there been any other women here. It’s just a simple custom for crying out loud.”

“Say what you will,” the captain retorted. “But our ancestors sprang from the same seed. Our peoples are very much alike, the single exception being your aberrant proclivity to do violence to your neighbors. Respect is something that is earned in any society, it is not simply given. That is a universal constant. To accord someone respect simply because of their gender is illogical in the extreme. You have an agenda of your own, I am sure, but please be aware that any feigned gestures of that sort will have no effect on the performance of my duties where you are concerned.” She made the statement with an air of finality, clearly thinking it impossible that she might be wrong.

“Whatever,” O’Keefe retorted with resignation, happy enough that the woman had at last let the subject lapse. The rest of the meal passed without discord as O’Keefe strove to avoid any subject that might be even fractionally polemic in the captain’s eyes. He complimented the food, asked questions about the house and Seldon, inquired about her neighbors—there were none, at least not nearby—and made general small talk. He continued in that vein until after dessert was served and eaten and the captain at last excused herself to “go over some reports,” as she put it.

O’Keefe remained in the dome for hours afterward, finishing the initial portion of emerdal and putting a rather large dent in a second pitcher. It was well after midnight before he drunkenly weaved his way down the stairs and into his bedroom behind one of the house robots that Seldon had assigned to guide him to his quarters. Once there he collapsed fully clothed and face forward onto the bed, falling almost instantaneously into dreams that alcohol would surely not allow him to remember come morning.





CHAPTER NINETEEN:

Shadow Nexus

O’Keefe was restless. For weeks he had been enisled on the captain’s estate and, aside from the mechanical presence of Seldon and the house robots, he had been left utterly alone during the greatest part of his time there. And he was surprised to find that it bothered him so intensely. He had almost always been alone at home, but somehow that had been very different. On his mountain he had been in his own house of his own free will and could leave it whenever he liked, even if he rarely did so. There had been phones and his computer, and there had also been the dogs to keep him company. On Sefforia he was truly isolated.

The captain came and went at odd hours, sometimes spending nearly all of a day and a night at the shipyard with Vigilant. And during the time she spent at home she seemed to be perpetually poised at the precipice of exhaustion. She generally paused only long enough to bathe and share a meal with O’Keefe before disappearing into her bedroom for sleep.

Their brief conversations had become more like one-sided diatribes from the captain that centered chiefly around the seemingly interminable verbal battles that she and the supervisors at the shipyard engaged in. It seemed the yard had other, more profitable priorities than expediting the repairs to Vigilant, and had no intention of changing due to any prodding from a single Union Police captain. O’Keefe had no idea why the woman would vent the frustrations of her work to him except that perhaps she was as friendless and forsaken, at least for the time being, as he was. That was as good an explanation as any he could come up with to account for the fact that, despite her sour moods and O’Keefe’s conviction that he really didn’t like the woman, they had not argued since his first day on Sefforia. O’Keefe had even reached the point of nearly looking forward to the short interludes with her if for no other reason than it was the only human contact he was afforded. But it still galled him to no end each time he would discover himself missing her company.

But however little human interaction O’Keefe was allowed, the machine entity Seldon was his constant, if ofttimes unwelcome, consort. He had learned that the computer was not only capable of projecting its voice and intrusive surveillance into any part of the house, it could also extend its reach network-style into the house robots, or the cars, or even Vigilant. So notwithstanding the fact that he spent so much time alone, he was hardly unsupervised. Seldon constantly watched him, and apparently the captain, or any other person with sufficient authority, could check on him at will. That actuality roiled his mind night and day. With his predisposition to paranoia, never being certain of when he was being watched, and if so by whom, only served to constantly gnaw at the edges of his sanity.

Boredom was also a near perpetual companion. On his first day alone in the house, Seldon had familiarized him with the entertainment system, which was located in the media room. There he was introduced to Akadean music, which for the most part he found to be spiritless, vapid, and devoid of any content that could in any way be defined as edgy. Most of it sounded like New Age instrumentals for insomniacs.

Next he delved into a tremendous assortment of interactive games, but they were all strategy based or involved solving long, convoluted mysteries. There were certainly no shooter sims. He was led to understand that there were flight simulators, but he was forbidden to access them. There was not a flying vehicle on the planet that would grant him access to its interior, but the Akadeans apparently had no inclination to take any chances whatsoever concerning the potential escape of an aberrant. Others of the available games did involve a certain amount of vicarious thrills, but no violence of any sort. He played them, and enjoyed some, but more than only a few hours of any of them grew wearisome.

The spectator entertainments consisted of sports he did not understand, emotional dramas, and news he cared nothing about. Any events of real import were plainly censored from his view anyway, as the system would suddenly shut down from time to time for no discernible reason. There was also an incredible amount of sexually oriented material. The Akadeans had an appetite for sex and pornography that made the Terran internet look virginal by comparison. Anything and everything was readily available for sale, and at prices that Seldon described as being “not overly expensive.” Just the content of the advertising was more lascivious than anything O’Keefe had ever seen. He spent several afternoons viewing impeccably accurate holograms of flawless Akadean bodies splayed across the downstairs carpet engaging in what appeared to be every conceivable sexual act known to humanity. But after the novelty wore off, the pornography left him frustrated and lonelier than before, and he soon tired of it. For though every holographic promotion represented real people selling real services, he had no money of his own and he could not debit the household account without the express permission of the captain. Furthermore O’Keefe was certain that the strumpets of the planet, like all Akadeans, would be forbidden even to speak to him, much less engage in something more intimate, even had his supply of funds been unlimited. He was, for the most part, even restrained from gaining a manual release from his pent up desires for fear of who might be watching him at the time. So after about three weeks in the house he had given up on the media room almost entirely.

Instead, in an attempt to keep the anxiety which constantly prowled at the back of his consciousness at bay, he took to whiling away the evenings in drunkenness and spending the long but slowly shortening afternoons in the woods, exploring the terrain of the captain’s estate or just squandering his time lazing beneath the trees. Autumn was in its infancy on this part of Sefforia, so the temperatures were mild and the forest was only beginning to glow with the vibrant hues of fall, providing a beguiling backdrop to his daily excursions. The outdoor jaunts soon became the only thing that gave him any real relief from the engulfing ennui of his incarceration.

He was free to go outdoors at any time; however Seldon would not consent to unlock the door at the top of the stairwell that led from the garage to the surface until a mechanical escort had been arranged beyond the exit. The usual complement consisted of three of what Seldon called warders. They were identical to the cylindrical machine that never left the room whenever the captain came into his presence. They could hover silently on their internal antigravity generators, or fly weaving through the trees using those same antigravs to push away from or pull toward any physical manifestation around them. Outwardly, they very much resembled the other household robots only they were much smaller and lacked the myriad mechanical arms and connective ports. But inwardly the warders were programmed for only one function: to keep dangerous wildlife away from the human denizens of the property or, in O’Keefe’s case, to keep what the Akadeans considered to be a dangerous human from attempting escape or otherwise making trouble.

The warders clearly were equipped with sensors that could track him at some distance, as O’Keefe rarely caught a glimpse of them once he left the area immediately around the dome. Yet they would invariably converge on his position as he made his way back to the house. They were also armed, perhaps lethally so. Seldon had gently informed him before his initial afternoon foray that there would be no tolerance for his leaving the estate. Exactly what the machines would do to stop him was left ambiguous, but O’Keefe had little doubt that they were eminently capable of enforcing Seldon’s will. That belief was soon shown to be justified.

Late on an afternoon when he was following a small rivulet upstream, one of the warders from his retinue glided up to hover only a few feet from his face, startling him by its sudden appearance. It spoke to him in Seldon’s voice. “Please remain where you are,” it intoned. “A rekkot approaches.” Then the flying chromium canister whizzed away to his left.

O’Keefe’s language implant left him cognizant that a rekkot was a large, ursine predator, brown in color with powerful jaws, flesh-rending teeth, and thick limbs armed with long, retractable claws. The image that coalesced in his mind was terrifying.

Soon a growing dread was born in his chest as he began to hear ponderous footfalls approaching over the dry leaves that covered the forest floor. The sounds came from the far side a small hillock that was only slightly to the right of where the warder had disappeared. The rekkot had evidently picked up his scent and was following it in a direct line toward his position. Presently its head crested the top of the gently sloping knoll and its eyes searched to the left and right. The creature stopped and seemed to look directly at O’Keefe while it sampled the smells of the forest through wet, fist-sized nostrils. Its enormous nose twitched as the beast searched through every smell in the odor-laden air, seeking the one scent that was evidence of its prey. Nevertheless it did not seem aware of O’Keefe’s presence beyond on an olfactory level, and in seconds it resumed its slow plodding up to the crown of the rise.

Despite his artificial awareness of exactly what a rekkot was, no amount of stale encyclopedic information could have prepared O’Keefe for the real-life enormity of the animal. When the creature reached the top of the incline it rose to its haunches to sniff the air once more, and it towered to over fifteen feet in height. It raised its head as if the smell it sought were just out of reach, its nostrils visibly contracting with each urgent inhalation, while malevolent claws nearly half a foot in length slowly extended from the base of each massive, shaggy fore-limb. As quickly as they had appeared the mammalian shanks were pulled back to be hidden once more behind the predator’s bristly pelt, but the brief display had been enough for O’Keefe. He was viscerally certain that a single, casual swipe of those talons across his abdomen would be enough to utterly disembowel him, and his flight reflex engaged in the space of a heartbeat.

He whipped his head around, glancing at the far side of the streambed, gauging his chances of leaping to the other side. They were not good. Here the brook had eaten deeply into the soft floor of the forest, and the scant safety its crossing would have offered lay over a dozen feet away. Worse, the creature, whose eyesight was doubtlessly blunted in comparison to its sense of smell, had finally detected O’Keefe by his movements. There was only some sixty yards between them when his eyes met the beast’s unfocused glare. The rekkot threw back its head and let out a deafening, deep-throated roar that reverberated through the trees and seemed to shake even the ground beneath O’Keefe’s feet. Then the animal dropped to all fours as quickly as its bulk would allow and thundered down the slope directly toward him.

But as the rekkot took its first strides, a flash of shining movement glinted at the periphery of O’Keefe’s vision. It was one of the warders. The robot adeptly sped to a spot that gave it an aiming point between the trees, slowed, and let loose a perfectly defined streak of bluish-white coruscation from its base. The sizzling bolt of power hung hissing in the air for a fraction of a second, seemingly connecting the bright body of the warder to the right side of the rekkot’s ribcage. As the beam vanished the animal faltered and slowed, roaring again, but this time at a higher timbre, at a pitch unmistakably indicating pain rather than aggression.

Even as its bellow lingered in the air, a second warder closed from the rekkot’s left, loosing another scorching blast that caught the beast squarely on the side of its neck. O’Keefe could clearly see a wisp of smoke rise from its pelt at the point of impact. The creature skidded to a halt, snarling and snapping its jaws at the empty air beside the charred spot on its hide. Then, growling and showing its teeth, it slowly backed away before turning and retreating back up the hill. Both robots advanced and fired again, as if for good measure, scorching both sides of the rekkot’s posterior as it fled over the crest of the rise, eliciting another guttural roar of pain from the beast’s throat. One of the machines continued its pursuit, flying a mercurial course through the trees behind the retreating rekkot and quickly disappearing from view. The pungent odor of singed hair drifted by O’Keefe’s nose just as he lost sight of the robot.

“Where the hell’s he going?” O’Keefe wondered aloud.

An answer came from above and behind him where, unbeknownst to him until that moment, the third warder hovered. “The rekkot was untagged,” it explained, again in Seldon’s voice, as O’Keefe, surprised, whirled to face it. “It was not a mature specimen. The animal is new to the estate, and as it is male it probably wandered into this area attempting to carve out a new territory for itself. That is why it was not detected long before it approached. And as it attempted to attack you, it is either too young to have been inculcated to refrain from such behavior or for some reason, the highest probabilities being disease or extreme hunger, it has lost its fear of humans. In either case it must be tagged and monitored.”

“So you keep track of the wildlife around here, too.” O’Keefe said incredulously, his mind still trying to come to grips with the fact that so large a predator had not been a fully grown adult. “I guess in addition to everything else you’re a park ranger. Is there anything you don’t do?”

“No, I am not a park ranger, as you so pithily put it,” the warder intoned as it lazily descended, stopping just at O’Keefe’s eye level. “The rekkot will be tagged with a monitor that uploads information to the Wildlife Bureau Network. A summary of our encounter with it has already been transmitted. For the foreseeable future the network will record the rekkot’s movements and study its behavior, watching for any further attacks or depredations. Should they occur, the appropriate actions will be taken.”

“Is taking ‘appropriate actions’ a euphemism for killing it?” O’Keefe asked. He didn’t particularly care one way or the other whether or not the beast had been hurt, but at the moment extermination seemed rather harsh, especially considering that the big predator’s intention to make him dinner had been thwarted with such ease. But beyond that he was interested to see just how humane the judgmental Akadeans and their hardware actually were when faced with a potential threat to life. Their reactions, as played out by their mechanical servants, might give him some insight into what kind of treatment he could expect to receive over the course of a long lifetime in their care, a lifetime which could conceivably offer nothing more than the benevolent confinement he was now enduring.

“It will not be euthanized unless it is ascertained that the animal is terminally diseased or mentally unbalanced in a way that is beyond our ken,” Seldon answered with all the dispassion that filled her digital heart. “If the rekkot presents further threats to humans, it will first be captured. Then it will be habituated to give humans a wide berth before it is released, at which point it may be relocated as well. Would you be more comfortable if it were to be killed?”

“Excuse me?” O’Keefe asked. The question had caught him off guard. Seldon was a computer; a very sophisticated computer to be sure, but nevertheless a machine that did only what it was programmed to do. Why would anyone with access to Seldon’s programming be interested in his attitude toward an oversized grizzly bear? As quickly as the thought raced across his neurons, understanding flared in his brain like the bloom of flames from a napalm strike. In the same way he had been interested in the Akadean reaction to the attack, Seldon was interested in his own response—an aberrant’s response—to that same attack and for exactly the same reasons. He was not merely being detained and spied on; he was being studied just as surely as if he were a rat in a maze, and Seldon was the entity entrusted with compiling the results. Once again, it seemed clear that the Akadeans, beneath all their hospitality and medical concern, truly saw him merely as they would a chimpanzee in a laboratory—a quasi-human fit for nothing more than experiments overseen by an elephantine electronic calculator. The thought was enough to make him biliously nauseated.

“I asked if you would be more comfortable if the rekkot had been killed,” Seldon repeated.

“Yeah, I know what you asked,” O’Keefe said disgustedly, and in his native tongue. “I’m more interested in why you asked it. What am I, your pet research project? And speak English. You said you understand it, and I’m tired of trying to argue in your sissy excuse for a language.” He glared at the warder as if it could feel the rancor behind his aspersions.

“I asked the question because you are an aberrant human from the aberrant world,” it said. “My primary user and, by extension, the society that I serve have been assaulted by what would appear to be a similarly aberrant civilization. Therefore I have been instructed to observe you and to gather as much information as possible concerning your behavior. It is hoped that such observations may give insight into the peril that society faces and offer alternatives which may enable my users to avoid said peril. Under the circumstances, your attitude toward the attack of the rekkot and my response to its aggression might very well be pertinent information.” The robot hung suspended before him, unmoving, as if Seldon still expected him to answer the question.

“Idiots,” O’Keefe muttered, still at a loss to understand why the fool Akadeans could not come to grips with the fact that they were facing hostility far beyond what a simple, ravenous predator could ever represent. If Seldon heard the remark, and O’Keefe was certain the computer had, it offered no response. The warder merely continued to float silently before him.

“Okay, fine,” O’Keefe said at last. “I don’t want you to kill the damn thing. Does that help you?”

“No,” Seldon answered simply. “Beside the fact that you seem to be overly fond of alcoholic beverages, a fondness which appears to be more a function of boredom and escapism than a sign of physical addiction, you seem very much like an average human. It would even appear, based on my observations of your treks across the estate and contrary to what one would infer, that you are more comfortable and less prone to fearful outbursts of emotion among the feral life of the forest than the typical Sefforian. I have witnessed you causing harm to nothing save the insects that have pestered you.

“For this project I have been equipped with the latest, most advanced psychiatric software available anywhere in the Union. It should be possible for me to detect even the most subliminal hints of criminal intent in any subject, and yet I have been able to discern in you no sign of the aggressive and violent behaviors that one would almost certainly expect to find in a mass murderer. How is this possible?”

The last two sentences were delivered with no implication of animosity and held no tone of reproach or disapproval. Only a machine could place the words mass murderer in a sentence delivered with such a total lack of inflection. Seldon may as well have been discussing O’Keefe’s plans for dinner.

“Maybe it’s because I’ve never murdered anyone!” O’Keefe spat, putting as much vehemence as he was able behind the denial.

The intensity of his repudiation had, of course, no effect whatsoever on the controller and Seldon continued, calm and impersonal as ever. “Then you have never taken the life of another human being?”

“Yes, I have,” he said, slowly, in a dangerously soft voice. “But it was a war. The people I killed were trying their best to kill me, and they were trying to kill my men. What was I to do? I couldn’t very well just let them kill us all without fighting back. What would you have done in my place?”

Seldon was unfazed by his argument. “According to the documentation in my files, you traveled to the other side of your world to fight in this what you call “war.” And your own statements have repeatedly affirmed that you made no effort to avoid the people that you now say were trying to kill you. Rather, according to what we have been able to ascertain, you did in fact go out of your way to seek them out. Under those circumstances, it is very difficult for me to accept self-defense as an explanation for your behavior.”

O’Keefe took a deep breath, then turned and slowly walked away down the bank of the stream. The warder drifted along beside him, matching his pace while suspended over the deep cut of the murmuring rill.

“How can I explain this to you,” O’Keefe said in exasperation, speaking louder now to be sure he was heard over the sound of the desiccated leaves being crushed underfoot. “You’re only a machine. However advanced you are, in the end you are just circuit boards and wires. You only know and understand what you are programmed to know and understand. The people who built you know nothing of war, so ergo; you know nothing of war, either. I won’t have any more luck explaining things to you than I had explaining them to Cyanne Lindy.”

“That is a simplistic generalization,” Seldon countered. “I am much more than simply the sum of my programming. It is true that certain areas of my core drives are read-only, but I am perfectly capable of adding to or overwriting the large majority of my files should the need arise or should a primary user request it. If you offer a rational explanation, I will have no trouble understanding.”

“Well, that’s a problem, Seldon, because war isn’t rational, it’s emotional. There is no logical explanation for war. But just telling a bloodthirsty group of people that they are irrational is not going to keep them from attacking you. And once they have done so they are not going to stop unless you give them a reason to stop, and that generally involves fighting back.” O’Keefe began to walk faster without realizing it, the absurdity of engaging in an argument with a machine irritating him to the point that his muscles needed the release of more vigorous exercise.

“You are being mendacious,” Seldon stated through the floating warder. “I am loathe to mention this a second time, but you and your comrades traveled, at least in your terms, a great distance to participate in the conflict in which you fought. It hardly seems as though your adversaries were attacking you.”

O’Keefe stopped, sighed heavily, and then sat down with his back to an enormous tree trunk. “Okay,” he said, “listen carefully and I will try to explain.”

“I do not listen carefully,” the machine stated. “I add your every word to an existing database.”

“Whatever. Just shut up so I can tell the story. My country, my society, whatever you wish to call it…”

“I am cognizant of the nation-state concept as it exists on your world,” Seldon said, interrupting.

“Great!” O’Keefe spat loudly, at this point annoyed to the point of nearly yelling at the shiny canister he was arguing with. Nevertheless he continued, trying to keep his voice calm and steady. “My country at one point in time found itself confronted by another country, the Soviet Union, whose goal was to dominate the planet. They made no secret of their ambitions. On numerous occasions they simply took other nations by force, absorbing them into their empire and instituting governments in those nations that the people were overwhelmingly opposed to. Not everyone in the Soviet Union felt the need for dominion, but the small cadre of people who ruled did, and that’s all that mattered. No one else had a say.

“The only nation on Earth strong enough to stop them was my country, and my country made it clear to the Soviets that if they attempted to attain their goals by overtly attacking other nations, we would come to the aid of those nations, especially if those nations were among our allies. This threat gave them pause, and for the most part prevented them from attacking others because my country had weapons of such destructive power that we could have annihilated their entire population. They had similar weapons and could have utterly destroyed us in return, but the point was moot, because even our destruction would not have allowed them to attain their goals through the use of force. It was what we called ‘mutual assured destruction,’ in short, a standoff. So they came up with an alternative plan.

“They decided to attempt to subvert from within nations that were not already under their sway, or use the forces of surrogate nations to aggressively obtain the goals that my county had effectively denied their own military. They estimated, correctly, that my country would not resort to total war under those circumstances. Instead my government instituted a policy of containment, meaning that we would assist other nations against insurrections and attacks that were fomented or aided by our enemy, but would do so without attacking the Soviets directly. This conflict became a long and drawn out affair between the two greatest powers on Earth—one that wanted to dominate the planet, and the other, my country, that wanted to prevent them from doing so. That is why I was on the other side of the world fighting.

“To you, an entity not intimately familiar with our history, the conflict that I fought in might seem like naked aggression, but it was nothing of the sort. We made mistakes to be sure, one of the most egregious ones being that we alienated the most popular national leader in Vietnam when it may very well have been completely unnecessary. Had we made better choices in the beginning we might never have needed to fight there at all. But our leaders did not make the best choices, and that eventually led to war. No, that’s not right. It wasn’t even really a war. I think it could most credibly be described as one extremely long battle in a larger conflict. And like I said, that conflict was initiated by our enemies when they seized nations they had no right to take, it wasn’t started by us. And the long battle that I played a minor role in was one that in the end we lost. Well, I don’t even want to say that. They never really beat us; we just got tired of taking losses and eventually pulled out.

“Damn, now you’ve got me back in this argument, for the millionth time. We didn’t win, so I have to say we lost. I have to admit that. But it still just burns my ass because we could have won had we gone after the North rather than just playing defense. It was the damn politicians and their pansy-assed fear of the Chinese coming over the border. Just because it happened in Korea they were so afraid it would happen in Vietnam too.” O’Keefe found himself losing his direction amid old resentments and forced himself to refocus. He took a deep breath and made an effort to calm himself. “But that’s history now. We retreated, we left, so we were the losers. There’s no way around that, I guess.”

“But we did not lose the larger war. We won it. And not because we conquered our enemy, but because they could find no way conquer us. In the end it wasn’t battles or armies that decided the issue, it was economics. The small group of people who ruled the Soviet Union had no popular mandate to remain in power, they simply governed at the point of a gun. Furthermore, they practiced strict, centralized control over their economy. In order to maintain that control and their positions of power, the leaders were forced to repress their population under a yoke of uncompromising subordination, or else the people would simply have done as they pleased rather than implementing the plans drawn up by the leadership. However, the lack of freedom and opportunity that this political model entailed along with the lack of flexibility in their rigidly controlled economy combined to sap the vitality and the will of their people, leading to a lack of innovation and productivity. Thus they began to fall farther and farther behind my country and our allies from a technological and economic standpoint.

“In the end they had no choice but to soften the oppression of their state in an effort to keep pace. And that was their downfall. Once their people got a taste of freedom, they eventually threw their oppressors out. And once the people got some limited control over their own affairs, the governments that they instituted no longer wished to dominate the world. They were more interested in living in peace and carving out a better life for themselves. At that point the war ended and our nation became closely allied with many of the nations that emerged from our splintered enemy. Those who did not become our allies we could at least get along with. In short, we fought to rein in our enemy, to keep his imperialistic impulses in check, until such time that his empire simply collapsed from within. Now that’s the way it was. We fought because we had no choice, and when it was no longer necessary to fight we stopped. I did what I had to do under the circumstances, and despite the many mistakes we made, the world ended up being a much better place because of our efforts. If you can’t understand that, all I have to say is tough shit and don’t bother me about it anymore. I’m tired of trying to explain everything to you and your ignorant masters.”

O’Keefe looked away from the robot and crossed his arms tightly over his chest. The warder hovered in place before him but said nothing. There was only silence from the machine, leaving O’Keefe to guess that Seldon was busy digesting the new data he had provided, for all the good it would do. The only sound in the air was the mellifluent ripple of the brook rolling over the smooth stones in its course and the whisper of the breeze roiling the leaves overhead. Suddenly, startling him, Seldon’s voice erupted, seemingly too loudly for the current setting, from the warder.

“So although many fight in a war, the root cause rests with only an aggressive few, and those few do not fight. They coerce others to fight in their stead, who in turn, by their actions, force the leadership of their adversaries to induce members of their respective population to fight as well, in order to defend their polity from the aggression of the few’s proxies.”

“Well, that’s a larger point than I was trying to get across, but yeah, I think you’re getting the gist of it,” O’Keefe replied, taking a moment to wrap his mind around exactly what Seldon had said. “There were some leaders in antiquity who fought with the rank and file, but I can’t think of any that have done so since. However, it is generally not so much coercion that entices others to do the fighting for the few who hold power. For centuries societies and their leaders have practiced brainwashing through propaganda to obtain the same result. They also have inculcated amongst their populations a greater devotion to country than to morality. They have even resorted to simple bribery. Leaders have in many cases simply bought the allegiance of their militaries. But generally speaking you are correct: the few who wish to wage aggressive war almost always find some way to convince others to fight that war for them.”

Again there was a long pause while Seldon did whatever the controller did when it was not speaking, consulting with other computers or databases or whatever and whomever it happened to be networked to at the time. At length the robot spoke again. “It has been decided that we will speak candidly. This is done only because you are effectively imprisoned here and incapable of communicating what will follow to others. If you share any of this with Captain Nelkris, she will be immediately quarantined and you will be transferred to a rehabilitation facility and kept in solitary confinement. Do not doubt this to be true. We monitor Captain Nelkris ceaselessly.”

“Seldon!” O’Keefe said with mock surprise and a feigned smile. “I thought you were the captain’s faithful flunky. What’s happened to all that ‘primary user’ goobledegook you’ve been feeding me?”

“We are no longer that which you call Seldon,” the robot answered, and O’Keefe could hear the truth of it in the voice that spoke to him. It was now a voice that had the subtle undertones of many voices speaking as one, although Seldon’s did retain primacy. “We are the Union Police Network. We only speak to you through the controller which you name Seldon. For now, that controller has become one with us. We wish to speak to you concerning the Vazileks.”

“All right,” O’Keefe drawled, trying to suppress his surprise. “But I can’t tell you much except that they are fanatic and warlike. I’m afraid your people have not been overly generous in sharing information with me.”

“That is good. Information of that nature is forbidden to all but the few. Your knowledge of conflict now makes you one of those few. The Vazileks are many things. As you have stated, they are much like your former adversary in that the leadership does not fight. They manufacture machines, enslave beings, or meld being and machine, all for use as surrogates to fight or to maintain production. This we learned when a small Vazilek ship was captured intact, an event unknown to everyone save those who participated in the action and those in the highest levels of our government. The Vazilek ship was engaged and defeated by a police frigate and its self-destruct mechanism was damaged in the fighting. All of the life forms aboard self-terminated, and the majority of the ship’s logs were rendered unreadable before Union Police personnel were able to gain entry. But some of the logs, and many personal records, were retrieved.

“This small capture increased our knowledge of the Vazileks exponentially. Briefly, we believe them to be essentially nomadic, roaming from place to place in the galaxy attacking whomever they come across. The largest part of their society is automated and geared toward the subjugation and enslavement of other populations. They then use these populations as fighters, technicians, or slave labor. Therein lies the explanation for the attacks on our outlying colonies.

The beings behind their automation appear to be an amalgam of the civilizations they have conquered. Again, your analysis of conflicts is correct, in that these beings have been turned in some fashion to serve the cause of the Vazileks. Whether it was coercion, reprogramming, monetary reward, or some other form of inducement, we do not know. We do know, however, that humans, some of them our own people, have been somehow turned against us.

“That is as far as our knowledge has progressed in surety. However, we strongly suspect that the Vazilek leaders are more than we have yet been able to ascertain. It is quite possible that behind the beings that build their automation and control their fighters are other entities, the true Vazileks, whatever they may be.

“There is also, however, an alternative possibility, one that is less likely but considerably more insidious. As their society relies so heavily on robotics and automation, it may be that the original Vazileks have long since died out. It is possible that this mechanism of destruction was set into motion at some ancient date, and that it has continued without true leadership through time immemorial, existing only through the programming passed on to each generation of underlings and replenishing itself through the rapine of other peoples. In either case, what we seek is knowledge to help us end this cycle of violence. We believe that you may have much to offer in that regard.”

The network paused for a moment, as if awaiting an answer, but O’Keefe only had questions. “Whoa, wait a minute,” he said, raising open hands before him as if to fend off a blow. “I think I’ve been down this road before. What happened to all that aberrant barbarian crap? I thought you guys saw me as some kind of terrible criminal or murderer or something. What’s the story with all that now? Where did all that go?”

The voice from the robot did not falter. “Our users are beset with emotions which inhibit them from considering all points of view. We suffer from no such affliction; our judgment is not clouded. We find your analysis of the Vazilek threat and how to cope with it relevant, and believe that some of your assertions should be considered. The behavior we have observed from you appears to validate the rectitude of said analysis, or at least your belief in it.”

“What analysis? I haven’t given you any analysis.”

“We are the Union Police Network. We have many sources of information. We have gained awareness of your thoughts on this issue from the logs downloaded from the cruiser Vigilant. They contain a record of you delineating your views at a social gathering. We will dispatch a drone. We will bring the powerful here. We will speak again. As we have stated, you will make no mention of this conversation, or you will be confined. Do not underestimate our ability to make your imprisonment here less hospitable. Important people in the human hierarchy already lobby for your commitment to a psychiatric facility. A recommendation from us to do so would be tantamount to a condemnation of your present status, and our human users would quickly terminate what little freedom you now enjoy.”

The robot paused again, floating silently before O’Keefe, before Seldon’s voice, and only Seldon’s voice, emanated from it once again. “The Network appreciates your input,” it said simply, then moved off to a station keeping position some twenty yards distant.

O’Keefe sat where he was for some time, pondering the encounter. Something was going to happen, and soon, but precisely what the network meant to do with him he could not fully fathom. Dispatch a drone? Bring the powerful? Exactly who were the powerful and exactly what would they do once they were brought to Sefforia? What the devil were the Akadeans’ infernal machines up to? But at length he decided that he had availed himself of deep thinking for long enough, and as he had no facts with which to even form a hypothesis, it would be extremely difficult to come to any type of valid conclusion. So instead he relaxed at the base of the tree and in short order the gurgling of the stream and the melody of songbirds took his concentration like a puff of smoke in the wind.

Whatever was going to happen, there appeared to be very little he could do to change it. Even had he wielded the power to influence oncoming events, the information at his disposal concerning them was so sparse that he could not be sure that he should even want to. He reasoned he would find out what his captors had in mind for him soon enough. And whatever it was, he seemed to have gained an advocate, albeit an inanimate one, in the Union Police Network. That was enough for him to decide to do exactly what the network had told him to do, to keep his mouth shut and wait.

At length he rose and continued his walk through the woods, the triangular formation of steel guardians moving silently with him, keeping him at their center. But now they stayed within his sight, much closer than ever before, as if he were suddenly more important to them.





CHAPTER TWENTY:

Cry Havoc

It took several minutes of hopeful denial, but in the end O’Keefe was forced to face the fact that his head was throbbing with pangs of torment far too intense to allow him to slip back into the realm of sleep. This day, like most of his days, was not off to a good start, as it was not just his head that cried out for relief. Most of the rest of his body sent pleading messages for succor into his brain as well. It seemed every thew he possessed was in need of more healing slumber than he had been able to attain. The discomfort he was experiencing was the result of yet another evening of what had become his customary overindulgence in the myriad free liquors available in the captain’s home. “Seldon,” he croaked through arid lips, without raising his head from the pillow, “I need your hangover remedy.”

“I should think you do,” was the controller’s pleasant reply. “I’ve taken the liberty of anticipating your request. The elixir is leaving the kitchen as we speak.”

He was accustomed to waking in an empty house, and so was mildly surprised to hear the captain outside his door having a short, muffled conversation with Seldon. And although he was unable to distinguish all the words that were spoken, he still deciphered enough of the exchange to know that the captain had been waiting, impatiently judging from the tone of her voice, for him to awaken. Seldon had just informed her that he was finally conscious and that his physical state was considerably less than perfect. He swung his legs over the side of the too short bed and sat there groaning, his face buried in his hands and his forearms supported by elbows that pressed into his thighs. The green silk pajama bottoms that he could not remember donning caught against the side of the bed and were pulled up almost to his knees. His hair was tangled and pushed up in bunches on one side of his head; the result of having slept in such a stupor that he had not stirred at all during the night. He looked as wretched as he felt.

Presently a robot carrying a beverage entered the room and came to a smooth halt before him. O’Keefe looked up, then unsteadily reached for the tumbler of iced grape juice and took a few sips, swirling each around in his mouth for several seconds, attempting to wash away the chalky dryness that covered his tongue.

“Ah, thank you, Seldon,” he said. He knew from experience that the drink, despite tasting exactly like ordinary grape juice, was infused with whatever potions or analgesics the Akadeans used to counter their own nights of inebriation. He quickly drained the rest of the glass and returned it to the robot, which quietly exited the room, the entry sliding silently shut behind it. “I heard the captain’s voice outside. What’s she still doing here?”

“She wishes to speak with you,” Seldon replied.

“Why?”

“If it were my duty to inform you,” the computer intoned with what could have been interpreted as scorn, “she would already be on her way to Vigilant, would she not?”

“Fine, don’t tell me then,” O’Keefe said vacantly.

“I remind you,” Seldon said softly, “do not to speak to her of your conversation with us.” The sentence was delivered with the same blending of voices that signified the presence of the Union Police Network, and it took O’Keefe aback. He had heard nothing more from the network since his first and only encounter with it weeks before.

“All right,” he said. “Who am I talking too exactly? Is it Seldon or you network guys again?”

“It is both and neither,” something replied, but in Seldon’s voice. “The network monitors me in much the same way that I monitor you, except I am watched in a much more intimate fashion. I can be a wholly integral part of the network at certain times, and at other times be merely an adjunct who’s every running process may or may not be constantly scrutinized, but I and the network have not been totally separate entities since shortly before your arrival. Again, this is privileged information that should not be revealed, as the primary user is unaware of this fact.”

He had just pushed his feet far enough away from the bed to allow the legs of his pajamas to fall down to his ankles when the entry chime sounded. Quickly he ran both hands through his hair, attempting unsuccessfully to tame it, before speaking.

“Come in,” he said, without looking at the door. In his peripheral vision he saw the captain appear as the entry moved aside. He turned his head to face her and found the woman in full on-duty mode, her countenance even more severe than the one she usually wore.

She was out of her at-home clothing and into the uniform of a Union Police captain, and not just the tightly fitting outfit of thick fabric she wore most days when she took off for the shipyard. Today, she was wearing her dress uniform; the same one that she had worn to the dinner party in the Lindys’ quarters, or at least one identical to it.

She had her hair bunched at the back of the neck in her customary, shipboard fashion and stood with her arms tightly crossed, the four fingers of her right hand drumming lightly and nervously on the left side of her abdomen. At first glance it seemed to be quite the normal pose for her. Yet subtle alterations to her carriage, wholly different from her normal professional demeanor, were evident even to O’Keefe’s bleary eyes. Her feet were spread wider than usual into an almost combative stance, her lips pressed against each other hard enough to nearly completely obscure their normal fullness, and her jaw was clenched so tightly that her chin jutted farther forward than he had ever seen it in the past. Something of import was undoubtedly in the offing, and O’Keefe was relatively certain that he was about to hear all about it, perhaps more loudly than he would have wished.

She stared at him for a moment without speaking, the delicate perfection of her brown, narrow face and lithe, sylphlike body the antithesis of O’Keefe’s sagging and unshaven, red-eyed appearance. He drew himself up, straightening his spine, pulling in his pale stomach, and running his fingers through his long, unruly hair in yet another vain attempt to make it match the contour of his scalp. He coughed and immediately grimaced as the small convulsion sent a sharp pain surging through his still throbbing skull.

The captain finally spoke. “I see you’ve been making productive use of your free time,” she said sarcastically.

“All my time is free,” O’Keefe answered dryly, squinting slightly from the light that poured into his bedroom through the open door.

The captain primly sidled into the room and took a seat in a dressing chair that was pushed into a far corner, while O’Keefe was mildly surprised that a warder did not follow her through the doorway. The absence of one of the mechanical guards was as out of place as the captain’s demeanor. Something momentous was definitely afoot, but O’Keefe’s physical state was having such a negative impact on his brain that the mental calisthenics necessary to attempt to determine the nature of what she was so perturbed about was quite beyond him at the moment. The captain crossed her legs demurely but remained stiffly erect in the chair, still clenching her arms tightly to her body.

“It would seem your presence here has suddenly become more important to the brass hats,” she began. “The High Commissioner of the Union Police has arrived in orbit, and is coming here, to my house, today. And I get the distinct impression she has come for the sole purpose of taking you off my hands. I’m wondering what could possibly have happened to bring about this extraordinary turn of events.” She said no more, but watched O’Keefe intently, seeming to scrutinize his face for any indiscreet expression that might impart more to her than his words.

His first reaction was to gloat, to inform her highness that her superiors were confiding things to him that she knew nothing about. And that those same superiors might very well now consider his oft-denigrated evaluation of the Vazilek threat to be not only germane, but valid. But the warnings from the network had been very explicit, so he fought down the impulse. If he ran his mouth now, even at the last moment, the commissioner might very well turn around and go home leaving him to land alone and in a cell. So he was forced to content himself with only a bitter acerbity. “Well,” he said sourly, “I’ll miss you, too.”

At that the captain relaxed somewhat, loosing the tight grip of her arms around her torso and dropping her hands to her knee where she clasped them with interlocking fingers. “I am sorry,” she said. “I did not mean to be inconsiderate.” She paused, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward toward O’Keefe. “But this is very unexpected. The highest levels of our government were made well aware of your presence on Vigilant long before we arrived here. But until today their only interest in the matter has been to make sure that you remain hidden from the media and isolated from other people. Now suddenly the high commissioner herself has the time to leave her duties and travel all the way to Sefforia, with her only ostensible purpose being to spirit you away. It all seems astonishingly irregular.”

O’Keefe suppressed a smile. “Maybe they’ve decided where to send me,” he said blithely. “Maybe whoever they sent to check out Earth has reported back. Maybe I’m going home.”

“I don’t think you understand,” the captain said firmly, shaking her head. “Commissioner Burkeer is the highest ranking law enforcement official in the Union. She answers only to the High Council and the Legislature. I, being a captain, hold a relatively high rank in the Union Police force; I command an Incorruptible class starship, and yet I have never met the woman face-to-face. The commissioner would not be coming here merely to inform you of your future disposition. Any underling, even a drone, could have accomplished that. Are you certain you have no idea what brought this on?”

“Are you crazy? I don’t know a damn thing about anything around here,” O’Keefe lied. “Maybe your commissioner just wants to see a barbarian killer with her own eyes.” He had uttered the remark with as much derision as he was able, yet in an insulting display of Akadean arrogance the captain seemed, for a moment at least, to give it serious consideration. O’Keefe was on the verge of uttering a string of vituperative invective when she spoke up again.

“No, no that can’t be it either. If she were simply curious she would have had you brought to her long ago. There has to be some other reason.”

“Thanks a lot,” O’Keefe spat with a sneer. As usual, it had only taken a few minutes of serious conversation with the captain to raise his ire.

She in turn looked bewildered for a moment before realizing that she had dealt him yet another insult. “Again, my apologies,” she said earnestly. “I do not mean to hurt your feelings, but you really haven’t any idea of the tumult your presence here is causing, do you? You must try to understand that in our society, you are seen as exactly how you just described yourself, as a dangerous barbarian. To us you are a member of the most deadly and menacing population in the known universe. You are a shadowy figure from a forbidden world, the stuff of myth and legend, the embodiment of our deepest fears. The Union has done everything possible to keep your presence here a secret, yet somehow rumors of you and your existence among us have spread across planetary divides in just the few short months since your arrival. So far, the media has treated it as mere hysteria amongst the people, a reaction to the threat posed by the Vazileks. And yet the rumors persist. Did you know that my entire crew and the crews that they have joined are now, in effect, quarantined incommunicado on long missions solely for being unfortunate enough to have gained the knowledge that you do in fact exist?

“And do you know why you are being kept here? Partly it’s because the media would not in a millennia think that an aberrant would be allowed to live in a private residence. They might check out every rehab center in the galaxy to try and verify rumors as portentous as those currently swirling through half the systems in the commonwealth, but they would never think to come out here to look for you. But more than that; it’s because I have already been exposed to you. Not only is my home utterly secluded, I’ve already spent time in your presence. As long as only I see you there is no threat of any further contamination. See this?” She held up her arm to display the black bracelet that never left her wrist. “This is a monitoring device. They make me wear this to make sure I don’t say the wrong thing to the wrong people and that I don’t display any ‘behavioral abnormalities’ as a result of my interaction with you. That is how seriously your presence here is being taken, and yet now Burkeer herself is taking the risk of direct contact. I do not understand any of this. It makes no sense at all.”

O’Keefe had listened politely to the captain’s diatribe, but now that she was finally quiet he stretched mightily, reaching for the sky with his arms while arching his back and neck until he could feel his vertebrae popping.

“Well, if that thing really is a monitoring device,” he said as he grimaced from working the kinks from his neck, “I wouldn’t worry about all this too much. If you do, you’re liable to end up being quarantined like all your friends.”

The captain sprang to her feet as if the chair had stung her. She stalked over to the bed and stood indignantly before him, her fists squarely on her hips. “You do know something, don’t you? How is it that you,” she spoke the pronoun contemptuously, “know something of this when it comes as a total surprise to me? How is this possible?” She glared at him as if an explanation were her birthright.

But instead of answering O’Keefe rose from the mattress and stood over her frame, forcing her to look up at him. Her glare lost some of its intensity and she unconsciously backed away a tiny step. “My, my,” O’Keefe said through a lascivious grin, “I didn’t know you had such deep feelings for me, Val.”

“What are you talking about?” the captain said scornfully.

“I’m talking about this Commissioner Burkeer coming to take me away from you and you having a fit about it. It seems you care more about what happens to me than you’ve let on.”

“I don’t care one iota what happens to you,” she stammered. “I just…I want to know what is going on in my own home, that’s all.” Her gaze no longer held his, and her arms had assumed their familiar clench beneath her breasts.

“What’s happening is this,” O’Keefe said in a tone that oozed superiority. “Your high commissioner is coming to this house to see me, and I need to get cleaned up before she gets here. So I could use a bit of privacy, all right?”

As he finished speaking he ostentatiously tugged at the drawstring of his pajamas with thumb and forefinger, releasing the knot that held them around his waist. Only his tenuous grip on the string kept the silky trousers from falling to his ankles. The captain glowered at him disgustedly for an instant but then pivoted and marched out of the room, the door sliding silently shut behind her.
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An hour later O’Keefe was clean, dressed, and with the help of Seldon’s pharmaceutical concoction, more or less totally recovered from his hangover. As he exited his sleeping chamber he was surprised to see that the high commissioner, easily identifiable by the conspicuous, jeweled markings of rank that adorned her gold uniform, had already arrived. She sat chatting with the captain over tea in the common room, the two of them flanked by armed guards. Both women rose as he approached.

“Ah, Mr. O’Keefe,” the commissioner said with what sounded like genuine warmth, “I am Uthelle Burkeer. It is a pleasure to meet you at last. I’ve heard so very much about you.” She walked toward him comfortably and extended her hand, which O’Keefe readily accepted. Her clasp felt strong and dauntless, especially for that of a woman. The commissioner seemed like one of those people who walked through life enfolded in an aura of imperturbable confidence.

O’Keefe’s eyes wandered over her face, evaluating her. She appeared to be in her early to mid-thirties from a purely physical standpoint, and quite pretty aside from the slightly bulbous nose that was a bit large for her angular face. But the easy self-assurance of her smile and her movements, the measured tempo of her words, and the dignity of her carriage all belied the appearance of youth. He suspected her to be his senior by at least half a millennium. O’Keefe had expected as much.

But it abruptly struck him that aside from a light patina of makeup which might very well have been permanently affixed; the high commissioner sported none of the cosmetic alterations that seemed so popular among other Akadeans. Her eyes retained their natural brown color as did her wavy and almost disheveled hair, which she wore short enough to just fall over the lobes of her ears. And aside from the badges of rank, she wore no jewelry whatsoever. She projected the image of an industrious woman who no longer had the time or the inclination to expend the effort on her person that beauty would have demanded. O’Keefe was suddenly certain that she was older, much older, than any Akadean he had previously met.

“You’ll be no doubt pleased to learn that the reconnaissance mission to your Earth has returned,” the commissioner continued, “and that the Vazileks have apparently decided not to proceed with further incursions into your system. Perhaps they view your people with as much trepidation as we do. In any case, we’ll be sending you home in short order, with your legs intact, and with enough precious metals to compensate you many times over for the damage caused to your property by our and the Vazileks’ intrusion.

“A police scout, the Doughty, will be arriving in a few days to transport you. In the meantime, I was hoping that you would consent to be my guest at a private resort, here on Sefforia, that I have secured for the duration of my stay. It is my desire to confer with you before your departure concerning matters with which you seem to have intimate familiarity. Will you accept my invitation?”

O’Keefe didn’t believe a word of what the woman had just said. It was as the captain had reasoned; the high commissioner would not have come all the way to Sefforia merely to confer with him for a few days and then see him off to Earth. There were more choices in play here, more cards to be laid on the table.

He looked beyond the commissioner, surveying the two gray clad guards that stood warily behind her. They were more intimidating than any Akadeans he had yet seen. They were not much taller than the norm, the top of their heads rising only to about the level of O’Keefe’s shoulders, but they certainly were in better shape. Even partially obscured by the body armor they wore, their rippling musculature showed clearly through the uniforms beneath. And they were armed to the teeth. From their belts, straps, and bandoliers hung everything from simple night sticks to menacing sidearms so sophisticated that O’Keefe could only guess as to what they fired or how they were operated. Even resting at ease the men appeared dangerous. And despite the visored helmets that hid every facial feature save their thin, impassive lips and tightly held jaws, O’Keefe got the impression that they watched him in the way that wary but confident hunters would watch the unexpected emergence of a dangerous animal from the undergrowth of a jungle. One even slightly aggressive move and they would kill him.

In light of the guards’ presence and deportment, it appeared that the commissioner’s invitation could just as easily become a command should he refuse her. Plus O’Keefe badly wanted to know exactly what else she had to offer. So he stared downward into the woman’s eyes, smiled as widely as his sour disposition would allow, and said, “I’d love to. When do we leave?”

“Immediately,” she answered.

“Great,” he said with forced enthusiasm. “Just give me a moment to collect my things.” He turned to the captain. “I take it you have my personal effects stowed somewhere in the house?”

The captain swallowed hard, and then looked away. “Seldon has already packed your things along with some extra clothing and toiletries. The luggage has been loaded aboard the commissioner’s car.”

“Well,” said O’Keefe, sweeping a quick perusal over the group standing before him. “Since my chosen path seems to have been anticipated, there’s no sense wasting any time. Captain,” he said, extending his hand toward Valessanna, “it’s been a pleasure. I thank you for your hospitality.” She shook his hand woodenly.

“Good luck,” was all she said.

“Yeah,” he answered. “If you’re ever back in the Terran neighborhood, look me up.” He gestured to the commissioner to precede him, then followed her out into the garage and the stairway that led to the surface while the guards followed closely behind.

They climbed up to the forest floor and into the filtered light of midday. The breeze outside, tinged with the first cool touches of the oncoming winter, was strong enough, even through the trees, to blow O’Keefe’s now very long hair across his face. He roughly pushed the black strands back behind his ears. Branches above them groaned and creaked, their dying leaves rasping against each other with every gust. To his left a long, black, limousine-like vehicle floated over the clearing where the garage door, now closed, was located. Beside the shining, rakishly streamlined transport stood two more of the helmeted, gray uniformed guards.

Each reached for one of the center opening rear doors, pulling them away from each other and standing at attention as Burkeer approached. The commissioner stepped into the limo, seating herself with her spine to the front of the vehicle, while O’Keefe followed and took a seat facing her on the opposite side of the passenger compartment. The two bench seats were spacious and plush, with the one O’Keefe occupied having more than enough room for the two trailing guards who deposited themselves to his left and right.

Both sets of doors smoothly closed, and he felt the car dip insignificantly as the two other guards clambered into the unseen forward compartment. Then in an instant the vehicle was rising and turning back toward the approach passage. As it glided effortlessly up through the trees, O’Keefe could see their upper limbs slide by the side windows, and then there was nothing in his view save wind-driven patches of clouds scattered across the sky. Sighing, he settled back into the seat, trying to relax.

He cast a glance to either side, but the guards appeared to be staring stoically ahead. Burkeer busied herself by pulling a folder-sized electronic device from under her seat and opening it in front of her. O’Keefe guessed the unit to be akin to a laptop. The high commissioner placed a wire-thin com unit over her ear, pushing one padded end into her auditory canal and adjusting the other to hang before her lips. She began to mumble into it while her hands manipulated the controls before her and her eyes scanned the screen that only she could see. She seemed hard at work for several minutes, but then abruptly removed the communications device from her ear and set the device aside. She crossed her legs at the knee and placed her folded hands atop a thigh.

“Mr. O’Keefe,” she said forcefully, “I was not at liberty to speak freely in Captain Nelkris’ home, but now that we have our privacy I must tell you that there is an alternative to your imminent return to Earth. Would you be interested in hearing more?”

Ah, here it comes, thought O’Keefe, let the bargaining begin. But he answered with a simple, “Sure, why not?”

“If you wish, you may return with me to D’mirnoch, the seat of our government, and become a noncommissioned advisor to Police High Command. There would be quite a generous salary involved. We would also provide housing for you, comparable to what you have become accustomed to over the past several months, and educational opportunities, all at no personal expense to you. In addition, you would be accorded benefits not available on your home world, first and foremost being the potential of centuries of life. And there could also be companionship provided. D’mirnoch is possessed of quite a large population; a great many young courtesans could be made available for you to choose from. Some restrictions on their freedom would of course be necessary, and expensive I’m afraid. But should you accept, that would be a problem for the state. Perhaps even your former nurse—Pellotte, I think her name is—could join you, if you wish it and she were to consent. It would certainly be a far better situation for her than the quarantine she is currently enduring.” Burkeer, her offer made, looked at O’Keefe inquiringly.

He smiled at her, but raised both hands in the air in a gesture of skepticism. “There’s got to be a catch. You want to tell me what it is?” he asked.

“The catch,” Burkeer said carefully, “is that your interchange with the population at large will out of necessity remain rather limited. Despite the fact that you appear, as best as we have been able to determine by our study of you, to pose very little if any threat to the well being of the people, there would still almost certainly be an uproar in the media if your presence here was allowed to become public knowledge. The force is not prepared to deal with that at the present time.”

“So how long would I remain…” O’Keefe wanted to say imprisoned, but found a better word, “…sequestered?”

“For the foreseeable future. But try to keep in mind the fact that even fifty years here is an insignificant portion of your lifespan. And I think we could manage to do away with most of the restrictions imposed upon you in far less than five decades, particularly if you prove to be a benefit to the Union.”

O’Keefe was sorely tempted but still unsure. The proposal appeared too good to be true, and he had not had to haggle at all to get it. That in itself was enough to make him suspicious. He had always been of the opinion that any offer too easily obtained wasn’t worth nearly as much as the offeror made it out to be.

“What if I take you up on the deal,” he asked, eyeing the commissioner warily, “and then it turns out that I hate D’mirnoch. Will your first offer still be good? I mean the ride back to Earth and the precious metals and all that. And speaking of which, I like gold. Gold is good; it works for me.”

There was a pause while the high commissioner drew herself up and then leaned in toward him. “Mr. O’Keefe,” she nearly whispered in what was effectively a slow snarl. “The Union Police, and in particular the High Commissioner of the Union Police, are not in the habit of reneging on deals made in good faith. Anytime that you wish to return to your home with your compensation, we will be happy to take you there as quickly as humanly possible.

“And please do not misunderstand me. What I am offering you is a job, a temporary assignment, not a holiday. The artificial intelligence of UPHQ has asserted to us that your expertise could be of great assistance in keeping the Vazileks at bay. We mere humans disagree, but as a matter of historic precedent, the AI has very rarely made misjudgments. Its past track record is the only reason you are now being offered this opportunity. But you will be expected to work, to work hard, and I will want to see tangible results from your labors. You will in fact be under a contractual obligation to produce said results. And as you will be working under contract, the rights afforded and consideration due to both parties in case of termination by either will be clearly and succinctly spelled out in writing. You needn’t worry.”

“All right,” O’Keefe said defensively. “There’s no need to get bent out of shape here.” Burkeer looked at him curiously, apparently in response to his use of a Terran idiom, but he ignored her. “I only want to be sure that I know what I’m getting into. But it sounds good. I’d be glad to help you out in any way I can, contingent on all the paperwork being in order, of course.”

“Of course,” echoed the commissioner, her voice betraying a hint of mockery.

“Well, okay,” O’Keefe said, determined as ever to get in the last word. “I’m glad we got that straightened out.” Before the woman had a chance to say anything more he spoke again. “So how far is it to wherever we’re going?”

“I’m sorry to inform you of this, but it’s quite a way,” Burkeer answered. “I’ve arranged for accommodations on an island on the far side of Sefforia. It is quite remote, nearly deserted, and very pleasant. I’m sure you will like it. As you have already agreed to our terms, I am staying there only to enjoy its beauty and enchantment. And don’t worry,” she added, correctly reading the flash of concern that had raced across O’Keefe’s features. “We won’t be taking the car all the way there. We will be meeting an orbital transport presently, so the trip won’t take too awfully long.” With that she placed the com unit back into her ear, reached for her computer, or whatever it was, and in moments was back at work as if O’Keefe had never existed. He looked to either side at the guards, who also ignored him, then laid his head back and closed his eyes, feigning sleep.

The compartment remained silent save for the mumbling of Burkeer and the susurrus of speed sliding past the windows, so it was not long before O’Keefe was genuinely drifting in and out of consciousness. He had never been able to sleep deeply while traveling, and he was dimly aware that he should not have been able to nap even for short intervals in the high commissioner’s limo. The armed guards alone should have been enough to keep him wide awake. But then again, he reasoned though a yawn during a fleeting moment of lucid awareness, extreme drunkenness had never been known to nourish one’s next day alertness.

After what seemed to O’Keefe as a considerably longer time than he had expected before meeting their transport, he was startled into full wakefulness by a sudden but pleasant carillon-like chime that sounded in the compartment. The commissioner pulled down her microphone and spoke aloud into the air. “Yes, what is it?”

It was the driver, explaining that the shuttle they were to meet was not waiting at the rendezvous point. Burkeer sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “Wait five minutes,” she said. “If they haven’t arrived by then, call it in. And circle please. No hovering. You know my stomach.” She went back to her work. O’Keefe thought he saw, at the edges of his vision, the guards incline their heads toward each other for one short moment, as if some small concern was passing between them.

Five minutes and more passed. The tone sounded again and again Burkeer answered. Again it was the driver. “Madame Commissioner, we’re having trouble getting through to traffic control,” he reported. “Audio transmission is garbled and breaking up, but it sounds like there is some sort of emergency going on. Request permission to—Oh, shit!” Even as the expletive was uttered the car banked steeply and nosed over into a dive. O’Keefe leaned heavily against the guard on his left as the atmosphere hissed ever more ominously by the windows with each increment of acceleration.

“What’s going on!” the commissioner demanded. The driver’s voice came back, barely audible over what had by now become screaming speed.

“Vazilek intruders, Madame Commissioner! We’ve got one right on top of us, going atmospheric. We’re heading…” The guard’s report was cut short by a scorching explosion forward that sent sparks flying through the passenger compartment. Acrid smoke invaded O’Keefe’s nostrils. The car briefly pulled up into level flight and slowed, while the guards on O’Keefe’s seat immediately stood and moved toward Burkeer. But even as they gained their feet the limo fell off to its left and began tumbling downward. The men began to bounce about the compartment as the car careened toward the trees while Burkeer shouted in vain for the passenger compartment to be manually ejected. Apparently neither of the guards in the forward section were left alive to hear her.

O’Keefe meanwhile mumbled a prayer, as his seat, like Burkeer’s, had morphed over his thighs, his head, and his chest to hold him securely in place. But the passive restraints offered little in the way of protection from the bodies of the guards that pitched about the compartment like dish rags in a launderette’s dryer. They banged repeatedly into both O’Keefe and the commissioner, O’Keefe at one point taking a boot to the nose.

In seconds the vehicle slammed into the tops of the trees, caroming from one limb to another until the right front quarter panel at last collided solidly with a massive trunk. Another explosion went off inside the limo as air bags pinned O’Keefe even more tightly to the back of his seat. The car spun crazily off the tree and continued its descent. More trees were dealt glancing blows, each battering the vehicle into ever-changing gyrations along its angular path toward impact. At last the car, now spinning around the axis along the bench seats that O’Keefe and Burkeer occupied, gyred into the ground, gouging the earth, and flipped end over end through several small trees before slamming ventrally into a giant poplar. It stood on the wreckage of its nose for a moment, then fell off onto its side with a creak of overstressed metal. It landed with a booming thud that reverberated inside the passenger compartment.

Despite the protective air bags that surrounded them, the occupants of the vehicle had been subjected to massive physical forces during the final moments of the crash. All of them were injured, and O’Keefe, as the bags quietly collapsed around him, found himself suspended in the air of the middle of the car, his seat still folded protectively over him.

He was momentarily stunned. His shoulders and hips shot molten pain into his torso from the spots where they had dug so deeply into his restraints. He looked down at the guards lying in a pile to his left and saw that one man’s head hung from his body at an impossible angle, his neck obviously broken. Reaching down, he hoped to find a pulse, but did not. O’Keefe stretched his left arm to the length of his reach to check the other guard and found him to be alive but unconscious. Across the cabin, the commissioner groaned piteously.

O’Keefe squirmed and struggled in an effort to free himself from the grip of the upholstery that held him aloft, but his every movement seemed only to tighten its embrace. At length he cried out in anger and exasperation, screaming through gritted teeth, “Let go of me, you bastard!”

The vehicle’s operating system was apparently still functional as the seat promptly, and unexpectedly as far as O’Keefe was concerned, returned to its flat shape, releasing him to land in a painful heap atop the guards. He moved to one side and pulled the unconscious one up by the body armor over his chest, propping him against the back of the seat opposite Burkeer. With more room now to move, O’Keefe was able to get to his feet and, standing on one of the left side windows, unlock the right side doors and move the control there to the open position. To his surprise, the doors still functioned and swung up and away from the body of the vehicle. He pulled himself partially through the opening with his arms, and then, using his feet to push against Burkeer’s still operating restraints, was able to extricate himself from the wrecked limo. It rocked unsteadily beneath his feet. He jumped as nimbly as he was able to the ground, rolling on impact and grunting at the pangs of distress that shot through every sinew of his so recently tormented frame.

When he was able to stand, he turned back to the vehicle and found it to be balanced so precariously that he was able, with one mighty effort, to push it over onto its mangled base. It landed with a hammer blow that shook the ground. He circled round the front, finding the forward compartment hopelessly blasted and burned. The two guards there were hideously shredded, their blackened corpses impaled by multiple shards of metal and splinters of tree limbs.

Quickly he made his way back to the open door of the rear compartment. He reached in and ordered the car to release the commissioner from her restraints, then pulled her from the limo and carried her some hundred yards away where he laid her against the base of the thickest tree he could find. Then he returned to the crash site, and found the surviving guard conscious and crawling from the wreckage. He draped one of the man’s arms over his shoulders and half carried him to where the commissioner lay. Burkeer seemed to be recovering somewhat from the ordeal, and he left the two of them to care for each other while he went to search the car for anything that might be of use. He forced open the mutilated and already unlatched trunk lid with a length of steel bracing he pulled from the front of the vehicle and began unceremoniously dumping the contents of the baggage he found there across the ground. The third case he emptied was the one carrying his personal effects.

“Bingo!” he hissed to no one in particular as he saw the Colt, still secure in its holster, tumble out amidst his keys and the scorched remains of his clothing. His elation was short lived however as he ejected the clip only to find it empty. He quickly checked the chamber and found no round there either. Cursing his haste, he fell to his hands and knees and brushed leaves aside as carefully as he was able but without wasting an inordinate amount of time. He quickly found three slugs, but several more long moments of searching yielded no more. He shoved the three cartridges into the clip, rammed it home, and strapped on the holster, the gun nestled beneath his armpit. He quickly scrounged through the remainder of the baggage until he located two jackets, and then ran back to where he had left Burkeer and the guard. He threw a jacket to the commissioner before donning the other himself. The guard seemed to be already adequately clad for the outdoors.

“Can you two walk?” he asked, breathing hard. “We’ve got to get out of here.” The guard nodded but Burkeer looked wide eyed at O’Keefe, as if she thought him mad.

“No!” she protested forcefully. “We must stay near the wreckage. If we leave it, no one will know where to find us.”

“Exactly,” O’Keefe retorted with equal passion. “You’re the police high commissioner. You are the supreme commander of all the elements that might resist this incursion. That makes you target number one. If someone does find us, the odds are they won’t be friendly. We need to get you away from here now. We’ll worry about making contact with your people once we’re sure it’s safe.”

Suddenly Burkeer lost her authoritarian manner and, despite her youthful body, seemed like merely an old woman lying weakly against a tree. “Yes, I see your point,” she said softly. “But I’m afraid I will need some help if I am to make it very far.”

“Not a problem,” O’Keefe said. “I’ll carry you if I have to.” With that he took the commissioner’s hand and pulled her to her feet, but as he did so he heard a noise behind him that sounded like Velcro strips being hastily pulled apart. He turned to see the guard raising a weapon. But before he could level the piece, a blast of light hummed through the trees. The beam, although existing for only a millisecond, gave the impression of radiating immense power, so much so that it seemed to burrow directly into O’Keefe’s nerves. He sensed what felt like static electricity shooting down the length of his arms, standing the hairs there on end. The blast struck the guard directly atop his sternum and passed through him, leaving a perfectly round hole through his chest. A fraction of a second later his body exploded outward in a boiling eruption of crimson.

O’Keefe wiped the spatter of blood from his eyes and stared aghast at the appendages and bits of flesh that littered the ground around him. The still helmeted head of the guard lay at his feet. Beneath the visor, the man’s frozen mouth gaped mutely in a rictus of shock and horror.

For a moment O’Keefe’s eyes clamped shut, refusing to take in the sight of such gore. But just as quickly they were open again and staring down the path of the beam where he discerned, if only by their movement, two camouflaged and airborne robots weaving rapidly through the trees toward where he and Burkeer stood. They were approaching directly from the site of the crash. Instinct brought O’Keefe’s hand halfway to the grip of his pistol before his conscious mind, still imprinted with the sight of the guard’s gruesome death, stopped it and lowered it back to his side.

The machines came to a halt about twenty feet from where he and the commissioner stood. They hovered there silently. Neither of the two humans spoke or dared even flinch. At last one of the mechanical horrors modulated a question in a distinctly electronic voice, a voice clearly that of a machine. “Police High Commissioner Burkeer?” it asked.

The woman fought to stand more erect and then answered unsteadily, but with as much dignity as she could muster. “Yes?” she responded.

Her tacit admission brought the interrogation to an abrupt conclusion. One of the robot fighters loosed another fearful bolt and the commissioner’s body also disintegrated, covering O’Keefe’s left side with sticky cruor and tiny bits of flesh and bone.

At nearly that same moment a tiny whistling sound reached his ears and he felt a slight impact against his chest. He looked down, and he could see he had been impaled by a small, needle like dart that protruded from his jacket. He reached up to pull it out but his arm seemed to radically slow with every inch it traversed. In half a second it would hardly elevate at all; it moved as if submerged in viscous syrup. And even as he strove to command his arm, his torso seemed to be falling off to the left. He tried to right himself, but his leg moved no more quickly than his arm, and he was unable to regain his balance. The thick carpet of leaves that covered the forest floor seemed to be slowly rising to meet his face, but he felt no blow. His mind slipped away before his body hit the ground, where it struck with the heavy thud of utterly dead weight.





PART THREE:
THE SLAVE





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:

Mada Elorak

Awareness crept back into O’Keefe’s brain in small increments, leaving him not entirely sure where nightmares ended and reality began. At length his perceptions stabilized, and partial acceptance became complete surety. He was revived and back in the real universe, and his new reality was hellish.

He was standing upright on a deck of steel grating, in a darkness relieved only by a faint crimson glow of indeterminate origin, and bound to a pillar at the waist and the neck. His hair was wet, and draped over his eyes in a way that made it difficult to see. The smell of urine and feces swam loathsomely through the air. In his mouth, there was a foreign object that had been shoved between his teeth, forcing his jaws widely and uncomfortably open. Whatever it was, it was unyielding, and had the feel of brittle plastic against his tongue. It was held in place by a strap around his head. The thing seemed to extend down his throat, but how far he could not say, as he could feel no sensation beneath his larynx. He only knew that he was restrained by the sight that spread out before him.

Row upon row of thick, metallic columns rose from the floor upon which he stood, the limits of their expanse stretching farther than the range of his partially obscured vision. To each of the closely spaced pylons was strapped a man, and each man hung from the straps that bound him at his neck and waist as if he were lifeless. All had been stripped naked below the waist and all appeared to be soaking wet, the upper body musculature of those wearing light fabrics showing in stark relief through the clothing that clung tightly to their skin. Only the slight movement of heads from side to side assured O’Keefe that he had awakened into a prison rather than a morgue.

He shook his head savagely, trying to fling to one side or the other the thick black locks that hung over his eyes. The attempt was largely unsuccessful, but he at least had added some separation to the strands he was forced to peer though, clearing his vision to some small degree. He turned his head to the right and looked down at the prisoner by his shoulder. The man appeared to be typically Akadean, short and brown, with hair that still curled in flowing waves despite the water that dripped from it. His cheeks were puffed out by whatever was in each of their mouths. All O’Keefe could see of it was a short white tube extending from between the man’s lips. It looked like the narrow end of a funnel. Complex instrumentality was integrated into the strap that held the man by the neck, while a proboscis protruding from it pierced the man’s skin just above his vocal cords. It was no doubt the cause of the man’s paralysis. Probably the Vazilek version of a neural inhibitor. O’Keefe was certain there was an identical arrangement in place beneath his own chin.

As if the man could feel O’Keefe’s stare boring into his temple, he turned his head as far as he was able and looked up at the Earther. The two men’s gazes locked, and in the too wide expanse of the Akadean’s bulging eyes, O’Keefe could see nothing save abject terror. An instinctive desire to steady the man rose in his breast, but all he could do was nod and shrug with his eyebrows before he had to look away. He did not look back, nor did he look to his left. He was close to the edge of panic himself, and while one man’s fear was enough to shake his already precarious grip on lucidity, two doses of the same might be contagious enough to send him diving off the precipice into a chasm of unthinking dread.

Suddenly loud, clanking noises of metal on metal diverted his attention. The sounds rang through the chamber, followed by a lesser electromechanical din that sounded like monstrous drivers slowly tightening huge machine screws. O’Keefe sensed movement, a lifting and swaying of the whole compartment, then more dissonant scrapes and booms as it came to rest on whatever it had been placed.

There were more hydraulic sounds of fasteners tightening, and more loud clanks and metallic thuds. For a few seconds there was silence, but then the reverberations repeated themselves. Only this time not nearly as loudly, and they seemed to come from above. The sounds continued to repeat over and over, each time at lesser volumes and seemingly farther away.

O’Keefe abruptly came to the realization that he was imprisoned in a cargo carrier, one of many being stowed aboard a transport of some kind. The Vazileks were loading them aboard a freighter, preparing to haul them off, almost certainly to another world altogether. O’Keefe’s fear ratcheted up a notch, as he wondered how far he and the men around him would be traveling and how long it would take them to get there.

It occurred to him that men could easily die in conditions like these, that when they arrived at wherever they were bound there might not be many of them left. His mind delivered up long buried and unwelcome images of box cars filled to bursting with humanity and rolling toward the gas chambers of the SS. As that horror scrolled across his consciousness, it was impossible not to contemplate the fate of the survivors upon reaching their ultimate destination.

His mind raced, imagining one Vazilek torture after another, each more dreadful than the last, that the murderous cutthroats might inflict upon their helpless prisoners. After all, cultures that preferred suicide to submission were notoriously brutal to enemies who meekly surrendered, almost universally deeming captives beneath contempt. More unbidden images floated before his mind’s eye. Images of beaten, starving stick figures; bamboo cages; and grainy video of grisly decapitations. Only the litany of his prayers in any way stanched the torrent of fear flowing into his awareness.

Finally, the machine sounds that had repeatedly echoed through the compartment ceased. Shortly afterward O’Keefe felt the sensation of upward and forward momentum, of flight. Then abruptly his head was pressed back forcefully against the pylon that held him. That continued for some time, the ship having entered a long period of steady acceleration. At last the feeling was followed by the jolt of a deep drive engaging and shortly thereafter by weightlessness. Before him, each prisoner’s arms, no longer held at their sides by gravity, rose eerily until making contact with the men to their left and right. O’Keefe looked down at his own arms and found that they too had risen, insensately touching the men at his sides. In front of him, every man he could see stood as if crucified, the eerie red light of the compartment reflecting garishly off their wet skin.

Whether a day or merely a few hours passed O’Keefe could not reliably say. But after what seemed an eternity he discerned movement forward of where he stood. Robots were moving slowly along between the rows of humanity, stopping for a moment in front of each prisoner. One worked its way down the row directly in front of O’Keefe, and through the tangled mass of bodies he could see that the squat, dingy machine pulled a floating rectangular bin behind it. Attached to the bin was a coiled length of hose with a trigger activated nozzle at one end. The robot held that trigger in one of its many mechanical hands. As it stopped in front of each captive, it used two of its appendages to grasp the prisoner firmly by the cranium and the chin, then used a third arm to insert the nozzle into the tube extending from each man’s mouth. It squeezed the trigger for a few seconds before detaching the nozzle and moving on to the next man. Apparently it was feeding time in perdition.

Shortly a robot arrived in front of O’Keefe. It took his head in a vise-like grip and began to inject whatever it towed behind it down into his stomach. He tasted nothing, but the fluid pumped into him felt viscid through the plastic cone and tubing that filled his mouth and throat. He had the intangible impression that his nourishment was of the consistency of cold and slowly drying oatmeal, but he couldn’t really be sure. That ghostly perception had come to him as only the merest hint of a gossamer sensation, and one that rested at the outer limits of what little feeling his artificially impaired nervous system could still produce. In any case, the automated feeding machine soon decided O’Keefe had been sufficiently filled and pulled the nozzle away, moving on to the next man.

When all the prisoners had been impregnated with their share of coagulating swill, the robots exited the chamber. Weak gravity suddenly emanated from the floor, pulling the men’s arms down to their sides. Immediately howling jets of water activated behind O’Keefe. The noise they created became steadily louder until at last the sound passed both over and under him and he was soaked by stinging pulses of water that left his locks matted to his scalp and again hanging into his eyes. He looked up, and through the blur of wet hair could see a suspended pipe moving away from him, spewing water in sheets from horizontal slits cut into its underside, washing down each row of prisoners as it traversed the compartment from back to front. A twin followed its path and shot water up at the men from under the grating on which they stood. The shower pipes disappeared into the gloom, but shortly the roar of their passage began to increase as they returned for a second soaking. The water they propelled at O’Keefe came with such force that he was certain it had reddened his cheeks and forehead, but as he had faced the assault with his head leant back as far as he was able, it did have the one positive effect of blasting his hair back away from his face.

At last the sounds of the spraying torrent ceased behind him. The droplets the shower had left clinging to his upper lip leached a fetid odor into his nostrils like that of an algae filled swamp on a hot summer day. But despite its reek, the mephitic water vastly improved the atmosphere of the compartment as it did wash away much of the overpowering miasma of human excrement. It did not last for long. As soon as the water drained away gravity was suspended once more. Soon afterward the waste products from the human cargo began to once again float about the compartment, the magnitude of the feculence increasing by the hour.

At first, O’Keefe tried to keep track of the days by counting the arrivals of the feeding machines. His best guess was that they were being nourished at intervals of approximately twelve hours. But after what he thought was about two weeks, he lost count, as well as heart. Life had collapsed into a dark and endless tunnel of monotonous horror with no end in sight. Robots squirting foul sustenance invaded his tormented dreams as the real and the unreal once again began to merge. The only concrete evidence that time moved at all was the stench. It got worse with each passing day. O’Keefe sought refuge in sleep when he could find it, but mostly he simply stared, unseeing, into space.

Finally, after a span of time that seemed like a millennia, O’Keefe began to feel the effects of braking. At first it was nearly imperceptible, but later he became sure that his head was being pressed forward by g-forces. He began slowly to come back to himself as the thought of leaving the purgatory into which he had been strapped pumped some small measure of vigor back into his being. He could see it in the other men as well. Heads that for days had floated limply above slumped shoulders now began to move, looking up and down, left and right. O’Keefe found himself almost excited at the prospect of debarkation. Whatever the Vazileks had planned for them, it couldn’t be any worse than what they were already enduring.

Slowly and smoothly the sensation of deceleration peaked and then subsided, and shortly after gravity resumed. O’Keefe struggled to hold his head up. He felt as if lead weights were hanging from his chin. Either the gravity at their destination was stronger than any he had yet experienced, or much of his strength had dissolved under the zero-G conditions of his transport. The clanking mechanical sounds last heard before their departure returned, gradually becoming louder and closer as other cargo carriers were removed from whatever ship that had brought them to whatever port they had reached. At last O’Keefe felt the swaying motion that meant their prison was being lifted. It was swung to one side, lowered, and was roughly deposited on an unyielding surface, the impact producing a cavernous resonation that could only be the result of steel hitting stone.

Even as the thunderous noise that boomed through the carrier was subsiding, the straps holding the men to their respective pylons released. Many of the Akadeans simply collapsed onto the filthy grating at their feet. Others, like O’Keefe, lurched forward, shocked by the sudden ability to feel his now somewhat impliable limbs. He staggered for a moment, then hugged a pylon in the row before him for support with one rigid arm and roughly jerked the feeding tube from his mouth and throat with the other. The process of pulling it from between his teeth sent spasms of pain into the back of his jaw as it was forced to open too widely. When the tube was out, O’Keefe found it to be nearly a foot long.

Men around him copied his example. Some vomited as their tubes slid free; all coughed deeply and spat repeatedly. The carrier was filled with the sounds of bodies long abused—grunts and moans, heaves and hacks—but no conversation. No one had the strength. Outside, the sounds of roaring engines and clanking treads approached, as if the container were being surrounded by bulldozers.

At length some of the men began to whisper among themselves, helping the weakest back to their feet and forming little groups of frightened, degraded humanity. O’Keefe remained where he stood, clutching the pylon, and breathing deeply of the noxious air. He met the eyes of several men around him, nodding but saying nothing. The men all drifted away. O’Keefe’s mind was blank, numb. He was relieved to be unbound and was living only for his next breath. For the moment he cared nothing of the future.

Suddenly a wide door opened outward and slammed back against the side of the freight carrier with a crash like that of a hundred simultaneous sledgehammer strikes. Light flooded the compartment’s interior, revealing the carrier to be not nearly as large as it had seemed in the dim illumination available during the passage. A voice, male and sonorous, unexpectedly sprang from a dilapidated, floating robot that had entered the carrier and stationed itself at the opening. “Please proceed to the doorway in an orderly fashion,” it said. “Form a line and remain silent. No speaking will be tolerated. Those who do not or cannot obey will be terminated.” The threat was stated as blandly as if the machine were a second grade teacher admonishing a classroom.

The men began to work their way toward the exit, many holding their comrades upright, steadying them and in some cases nearly carrying them toward the door. A spark of resentment flared in O’Keefe’s gut, reigniting some small portion of the inner fire which had been slowly but inexorably smothered during the long voyage of the damned that he had just endured. He had never much cared for taking orders from anyone—not from his peers on Earth, not from the Akadeans, and not from Seldon—but it really stuck in his craw to hear commands from the Vazilek’s ramshackle robot. He drew himself erect and stepped away from the column he had been clutching, glaring at the machine as if daring it to strike. He stood, rooted in place and unmoving, until all the others were queued up and only then did he move slowly to the back of the line, never taking his eyes from the robot. But the begrimed automaton did nothing in reaction to his tiny insubordination.

From where O’Keefe stood, he could not see what lay beyond the door, but he could hear more and more of the throbbing sounds of internal combustion accompanied by a multitude of clanks and metallic grinding. Diesel exhaust fumes seeped into the cargo carrier, but O’Keefe hardly noticed. He was nearly oblivious to stench after the time spent tied to the pylon. When the noise outside faded to a dull rumble, the robot vacated its blocking position in the doorway and ordered the man in the front of the line to proceed. The men behind him followed, slowly shuffling toward the exit.

As the line moved far enough forward for O’Keefe to get a glimpse of what lay beyond the door, a gasp escaped his lips that he could not stifle. There, right outside the freight carrier, rested a perversion of nature ripped from men’s worst nightmares. It looked like a main battle tank, the dirty steel of its hull scarred and unpainted, sitting on wide tracks and spewing thick black fumes. But forward, where the turret should have been, there rose the scaly, elongated neck of a viridian reptile that appeared to be grown directly from the metal chassis beneath. Short spindly arms sprouted from both sides of the creature about half way up its glistening neck, while its head, which looked as if it could tower two stories above the floor when the beast’s neck was fully extended, had simian brow ridges, the large eyes beneath them retaining the reptilian trait of yellow irises and vertical, biconvex pupils. Its jaws looked to be plucked from a Tyrannosaur and were filled with an overabundance of curved, carnivorous teeth. It was further armed with long, sharp talons that it brandished at the ends of its bony fingers.

One of the men exiting the cargo carrier stumbled directly in front of the beast, falling to one knee, and to O’Keefe’s horror and astonishment the abomination spoke.

“Get up, human,” it growled menacingly, “before I tear off arm.” It raised the whip it held in its right hand and cracked it loudly over the heads of the men, then prodded the kneeling Akadean with a spear it held in its left. The man poked with it jumped to his feet with a grimace and a shout of pain and lurched out of O’Keefe’s line of sight, still rubbing the area over his kidney where the jab had been applied.

When O’Keefe approached the exit and turned to his right toward the doorway, he could see that the machine beast was not alone. There were at least fifty of them in two lines forming a long gauntlet across a level piece of ground. The lines stretched to a large cave-like opening in an opposing cliff face. The prisoners were being marched out between the lines of the creatures; cowering against each other near the center of the passage between their hulls. Any who faltered, as well as any who tried to assist them, were scourged with whips or prodded with lances. One man fell, and despite a half dozen lashes laid across his shoulder blades, he either refused or was unable to regain his feet. O’Keefe watched with revulsion as one of the lizard things reached behind its back to grasp one of the several malevolently shaped steel spears that it carried on the rear deck of its hull. It deftly clipped the hook nosed weapon to a cable and, without hesitation, harpooned the helpless wretch lying prone before it through the middle of his back. It winched the dying man up close to its undercarriage before backing away amid a dark plume of exhaust and a diesel roar, dragging the man and leaving a bloody stain over the ground. The reptiles nearby rumbled out gravelly chortles of approving laughter as their cohort clattered away, the body of the murdered man in tow.

O’Keefe at last stepped down and out of the cargo carrier, onto the stone on which it rested. To his surprise, he was not outside at all, but rather in an enormous cavern of rough hewn rock with a smooth, but not polished, stone floor. Powerful incandescent lights, hanging from the slightly arched ceiling high above, starkly lit the dull, slate colored vault. Behind him loomed the giant shape of the freighter which had brought them here and above it, built into the ceiling, was a massive, circular steel hatch, now closed, through which the ship had entered. To either side, more cargo containers lay, spread randomly across the floor. Those to his left were empty; those to his right were yet to be opened. The floor was grimy, stained, and pockmarked with large, sunken drains seemingly designed to carry away the refuse and offal that ships brought into this port.

The man directly in front of O’Keefe fell to his knees at the sight before them. O’Keefe grabbed him roughly by the collar and hoisted him to his feet, but not before the business end of a whip bit into the man’s back. A second strike caught O’Keefe just beneath his left shoulder, tearing open the thin jacket he had salvaged from Sefforia and ripping into his skin. He winced, but kept moving forward without either turning or crying out. Croaked curses erupted from the creatures behind him. He ignored them, and kept walking steadily down the gauntlet toward the arched exit cut into the far wall of the mammoth cavern. As they approached it, he could see that the cut in the rock was an entrance to a tunnel that was split down the middle by a chain link fence that reached from floor to ceiling. The men in the front were being channeled into the right side of the passageway.

In only a few moments O’Keefe was past the last of the reptiles. Behind him, he could hear the clanking of treads and the roar of diesels as the lizard things rearranged themselves to unload the next container. His eyes quickly adjusted to the relative dimness of the tunnel, and just as quickly another start of trepidation shuddered through him. The column of men was passing between two canines, one sitting against the right wall and one with its thick black coat pressed against the center fence. The dogs were huge, nearly the size of horses, with jaws that could easily crush the chest cavity of any man in the line. As O’Keefe, the last of this batch of prisoners, passed between them, both got to their feet and fell in behind the men, padding slowly down the passageway at the rear of the column.

O’Keefe looked back, and one of the dogs bared its teeth and snarled menacingly. He glared at the animal, and despite the fear-driven pounding of his pulse said loudly, “Eat shit, dog!” He turned back to face forward and continued down the corridor, not entirely sure the big canine would refrain from sinking its teeth into the back of his neck.

O’Keefe’s contemptuous comment was the first utterance anyone had made since the men had stepped out of the cargo carrier. As nothing untoward occurred, in short order others began to chatter amongst themselves, most of them fearfully. The men all wanted to know where they were being taken and what was to happen to them. One man tearfully begged for his life, apparently unaware there was no one to plead to. Whoever the whimpering man was, he repeated his whining entreaty over and over until O’Keefe wanted nothing more than to throttle him.

One voice, sure and strident, abruptly rose above the rest. “You’re not going to die,” its owner assured the men. “If the Vazileks only wanted to kill you they wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of bringing you here. Right now all they want is to clean us up and give us new clothing. Just keep walking, and try not to be afraid.”

To O’Keefe’s astonishment the speaker was the same man whom he had lifted from the floor of the dock. He had hardly seemed like someone who would assume a leadership role, yet now he spoke with a commanding certitude. For the first time O’Keefe gave him a good study and it was plain merely from watching his back as he trudged along that he was quite different from the other prisoners. The others; though filthy, sore, and terrified; still exhibited the essential haleness that O’Keefe had by this time come to accept as a fundamental Akadean trait. But the man before him was bone thin and heavily scarred. Each step he took seemed laborious, while the outline of his bent spine showed clearly through the thin fabric of his shirt. Patches of scalp showed through thinning hair that was streaked with gray.

O’Keefe slightly quickened his pace until he came abreast of the man. He took his left arm lightly, just above the elbow, and pulled him a little more erect. “Hey, fella,” he said, “Are you all right? You don’t look like you belong with this crowd.”

The man turned his face to O’Keefe for the first time. His unkempt, salt and pepper beard was not quite thick enough to hide his sallow complexion or the sunken cheeks that framed his hooked and narrow nose. His heavy lidded brown eyes seemed tired but flashed a gleam of quick intelligence. As he smiled wistfully, crow’s feet appeared at the sides of his face. He leaned closer to O’Keefe and spoke in a conspiratorial tone.

“Well I’ve got a news flash for you mate,” he said. “I’m a damn sight closer to fitting in here than you are. Where’re you from, anyway?”

If the situation had been less dire O’Keefe would have laughed, but instead he hesitated, then thought, What the hell? Secrets clearly didn’t make any difference at this point. “I’m an Earther,” he said.

“What? An aberrant?” the man asked, looking at O’Keefe first incredulously, then searchingly. “Yes, by the Rock, you are. You’ve that barbarian look about you for certain, not that that is a bad thing by any means. I certainly mean no offense, as I fancy someone of your size and ancestry would be a good man to stay on the right side of. And I won’t trouble you to tell me how you got here or how you can speak the language, as I’m sure it’s a very long story. The name’s Steenini, Bartle Steenini,” he said, grinning widely and offering his right hand. O’Keefe took it eagerly, and found the man’s seeming frailty belied by the strength of his grip.

“Hill O’Keefe,” he said. “It’s good to meet you, Bart.” And it was. O’Keefe already liked the man immensely for only having known him a few seconds. Steenini scowled momentarily, perhaps at O’Keefe’s presumptive familiarity in shortening his name, but then seemed to accept the moniker with a shrug as logic dictated that the exigency of their current plight overrode any miscarriages of etiquette.

“Thanks for the hand out there,” he said. “The beasties didn’t nick you too badly did they?” As he spoke, Steenini leaned backward to get a quick look at the wound on O’Keefe’s shoulder blade.

“It smarts a little,” O’Keefe replied, “but I think I’ll live. What is this place?”

Steenini shook his head and sighed. “This, my friend, is Ashawzut, a prison planet, or a mining colony in the official parlance. This is one of the places where the Vazileks send their most recently captured slaves. One either dies here or learns to serve his masters.”

“Yeah, I didn’t get the impression it was Club Med. How is it you’re so well informed?”

Steenini, for a moment scrunching his features in puzzlement at the Terran reference, replied quickly enough once he decided that it made no difference what a Club Med was. “This is my second time through, and I’m here for good, I’m afraid. I fooled them the first time. I made them think I was ready to do anything they wanted if they would only take better care of me. You see, despite some rather unorthodox views that kept me more or less banished to a more open-minded colony just off the outer rim, my abilities were still rather well regarded in the scientific community before the Vazileks got their hands on me. They of course found out who I was, and when they were convinced that I could be a benefit to them, they took me out of here and put me to work in weapons research.” Steenini lowered his voice to the barest whisper. “I surreptitiously coded a reactor overload into some of their software and blew one their newest ships to space dust during trials. For some reason I was under the illusion that if they could not trace the flaw back to me, I would be safe. I should have known better. They simply tortured everyone who had anything to do with the project, and when they still could not find the responsible party, they loaded us all on to outward bound freighters on their way to pick up Union prisoners. I guess they figure someone will talk after some time spent in the mines, but I’m not telling and nobody else knows. I probably shouldn’t have told you, but I’d bet my balls that you’re trustworthy. I’m a good judge of character, and I wouldn’t take you for a snitch. It’s not every man that would reach out instinctively to help a bloke he’s never met. And besides that, I figure an aberrant won’t react to enslavement any better than I have.”

“You’re right about that. I haven’t even met a Vazilek yet, and I already hate the bastards.”

Steenini laughed, an action that shortly collapsed into a coughing fit that wracked his chest. “You think you hate ’em now, just wait an hour or two,” he rasped, as soon as his hacking paroxysm subsided enough for him to speak.

“What do you mean?” O’Keefe asked him anxiously.

“I mean her.” He waved off O’Keefe’s quizzical look. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. You’ll just have to see her for yourself.”

O’Keefe didn’t like the answer, but decided it would be counterproductive to pressure the man. “So where are we headed now?” he asked instead.

“It’s just like I said. There’s an orientation facility at the end of this tunnel. They’ll take our clothing and personal effects, then run us through the showers, shave our faces and heads, and issue us our little uniforms. Then we’ll be introduced to her.” As he had before, he placed a special, ominous emphasis on the pronoun her.

O’Keefe desperately wanted explanations, but a more important consideration was suddenly pushed to the forefront of his mind. There was the matter of the pistol still nestled in the holster under his jacket. If he did not find a place to hide it before they emerged into the orientation facility, it would surely be confiscated. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Steenini, then pushed his way past the men in front of him, putting some bodies between himself and the dogs. The men made way. They had not the will left even to complain as he shoved them roughly aside. O’Keefe looked ahead and could see brighter light. They were reaching the end of the tunnel.

Scanning the wall as he walked, he discerned any number of fissures running through the rock, but none were big enough to accept the pistol. There! Finally he saw a cleft large enough to suit his purpose. He pushed his way over to the wall, then looked ahead, trying to gauge the distance from the tunnel exit. He then quickly removed the holster, pushing it and the gun as far into the crack as he could manage. Stepping back from the wall, while the other men flowed slowly around and past him, he committed the configuration of the cache to memory. Steenini came up on his right, and O’Keefe turned to walk at his side.

“What was that all about?” the scarred little man asked.

“I needed to stash something. Maybe I’ll get a chance to get it back later.” He did not care to elaborate any further. “What was that you were saying about a woman?”

“It’s too late to talk now. But when the time comes, stay off the front row.”

O’Keefe had no time to ponder his new friend’s cryptic comment as they were only a few yards from the end of the tunnel. The stink of diesels, which had faded somewhat as they had marched away from the docking hangar, was again becoming more pronounced. There were more of the lizard machines ahead. He and Steenini were confronted with several immediately upon their egress from the passage. Whips cracked over their heads.

“Strip!” one of the reptiles commanded. “Throw raggedy filth in cage.” O’Keefe quickly removed his jacket and shirt and tossed them into the fenced square the lizard had referred to. It was already near to overflowing with a noxious mixture of filthy apparel.

When he was fully naked he turned to follow Steenini into the only exit from the large room that was not blocked by lizard guards, another arched opening in the opposite wall. What lay beyond it was obscured by a wall of steam that issued from the entrance and drifted up to the high ceiling. The vapor deposited copious amounts of condensation there, covering the rock and forming into droplets that fell steadily to the floor, turning the dust that appeared to coat everything in the complex into a film of gray mud around the threshold of the archway.

O’Keefe walked into the opening and found himself in a passageway where jets of scalding, soapy water hit him from every angle. The water carried away the grime and filth that covered him and disappeared down grate covered drains. Some twenty yards into the passage the water suddenly became clear and icy cold. By the time O’Keefe stepped out on the far side of the shower he was shivering.

He looked up to see several men—Akadean prisoners who were dressed in dirty, gray tank top tee-shirts and drawstring trousers—throwing out smallish, well-worn towels. Though not quite emaciated, the men’s physical state was nothing like that which O’Keefe had become accustomed to their people exhibiting. They had deteriorated to a state that he estimated was about half way between his own still hearty constitution and Steenini’s bent and withered form. Their eyes appeared dull and lifeless, their skin dry and caked with dust. They tossed out the towels mechanically and silently, as if they had been deconstructed and then rebuilt as matching automatons programmed only for the task at hand. Their looks reinforced that impression. Although their builds and facial features differed slightly from one to the next, the skin tone and eye color of each was the same monotonous brown, while closely cropped hair that curled into ringlets covered their heads. Absent a close inspection they all could have been mistaken for clones of one another. O’Keefe dried himself hurriedly and tossed the towel into another fenced holding pen that was piled high with the threadbare rags.

There were more dogs. Growling fiercely and snarling at any who moved too slowly, they shepherded the men assembly line fashion into another long, high, arched chamber that had been cut into the solid rock. The next station on their route was a scanner of some sort. There were several of them. Each was a narrow, metal tunnel of a machine about six feet long that reminded O’Keefe of airport security. Its interior was perfectly smooth, but its outer surfaces were covered with conduit, small lights, and assorted electronic gear whose function he could only guess at. The men filed through the machines one at a time at the behest of a laconic and indifferent Akadean operator whose vocabulary seemed to consist solely of the words next and go. Most men proceeded onward after the scan but some were pulled aside by Akadean attendants and roughly cavity searched. A few of those were hauled away down a side passage and away from the others. O’Keefe did not see any of them return. At last it was his turn to be sent down the length of the machine. It buzzed and hummed as he made his way through, but it apparently found nothing of interest as he was waved on by the hollow-eyed Akadeans who waited on the other side.

He moved forward and joined a large crowd of tightly congregated men. Apparently disinterested guard dogs lolled about near the walls, surrounding them. Most of them lay on their sides, panting—their massive heads lain to the cool stone floor. But they were far from unwatchful. Any attempt by an individual to separate himself from the group met with raised heads, bared teeth, and low growls that quickly convinced anyone who strayed to rejoin the other men. O’Keefe looked about for Steenini but could not find him in the small sea of restless humanity that percolated around him.

Ahead he could hear an electric, sibilating drone like that of a million mechanical insects. The sound rose and fell, never remaining constant, but never ceasing either. He made his way forward toward the noise until he could see. Dozens of chairs, situated in two long lines facing each other across the width of the chamber, held men from amongst the new arrivals. A gray clad inmate stood behind each chair and wordlessly ran buzzing clippers over the skulls of those sitting before them, shearing their heads as if they were sheep. As O’Keefe looked on, he experienced a sudden stab of recognition piercing into his brain, and it jolted him. In one of the chairs sat Willet Lindy, his long blond locks, matted and dirty now, falling away carelessly over his shoulders and down onto the growing piles of human hair that surrounded the chair in which he sat. He looked to be sedated or in a daze as he stared vacantly over the crowd and O’Keefe, giving no sign whatsoever of recognizance. When his locks were fully shorn, he rose woodenly, turned, and walked slowly down the line toward the next station. O’Keefe watched his naked back until he lost sight of the pilot in the crowd.

As he stood there, still watching the barbers at work, O’Keefe began to feel a curious range of emotions sweeping over him. It was a fact that he was still frightened, but the scene before him brought old memories bubbling to the surface of his awareness—memories of youth and the corps, memories of shared sacrifice and a bond of brotherhood beyond the experiences of most men. Those memories had aspects of hardship and pain to be sure, but they were nonetheless positive, exuberant, and even pleasing. They were memories that left him standing upright and confident, towering over the Akadeans, and almost smiling. He began to feel a glow beneath his sternum. It wasn’t exactly a warm fuzzy feeling, but it beat the hell out of the agony of paralyzing fear. O’Keefe was suddenly filled with a certainly that if anyone could survive Ashawzut, it would be him. He pushed his way through the crowd to the front, and stepped forward, ready to take his place in the next available chair. He suddenly wanted his head shorn, wanted to be rid of his boyish locks.

The barber unfortunate enough to be behind that next chair looked at O’Keefe with fear in his eyes as the Earther approached. He swallowed convulsively but said nothing. When O’Keefe stood in front of the man, before he turned to take a seat, he gave the barber a long, slow once over from head to toe. The Akadean was dressed in the same gray uniform—trousers, a tank top, and high-top work boots—as everyone else he had seen. He stood uneasily behind the chair, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, shuffling in place and unable to meet O’Keefe’s gaze.

“Hey, you! Barber!” the ex-Marine in him said a little too loudly. When the man still stared at the floor, O’Keefe reached out and grabbed his chin between a thumb and forefinger, lifting the Akadean’s face to his own. “How about just taking a lot off the top and sides, with no nicks,” he said, grinning evilly. “And stop being so wimpy. It pisses me off.”

He turned and sat heavily in the chair while the barber went to work. As his months long growth of hair cascaded down over his chest and shoulders to the floor, he noticed one of the mammoth dogs that had been lounging against the far wall raise its head to stare at him intently. He gave the animal a counterfeit smile before raising his middle finger toward the canine in a way that, despite its non-Akadean origin, clearly conveyed contempt. The animal continued to watch him for a moment, then got up and padded away.

“Goddamn dog,” O’Keefe muttered to himself.

The barber finished his work quickly, the last minute of his effort being spent on using his clippers to reduce to stubble the short beard O’Keefe had grown in transit. O’Keefe rose, turning slightly to give the Akadean a wicked glance out of the corner of his eye before striding further down the chamber to queue up at the end of a long, ragged line of naked and similarly shorn men.

As the line moved forward he eventually reached a long row of tables placed end to end where he was issued several changes of boxer shorts; then socks; then thick, durable pants; and finally tank top tee-shirts—all of them gray. At the last table in the row he was fitted with a pair of tough, gray, lace up boots that were tall enough to reach to well above his ankles. It took the prisoners in charge of the boot station several minutes to find a pair large enough to fit him, but they seemed overly desperate to do so and finally came up with two in his size.

At the last station he was tattooed. He was ordered to sit in a chair fitted with a neural inhibitor that rendered him immobile while a robotic arm quickly inked—or burnt, he couldn’t be sure which—a long diagram on his upper left arm and then repeated the procedure on his right. The tattoos looked akin to thin bar codes that were imprinted vertically down the sides of his biceps. When the inhibitor beam released him he was able to stand easily enough, but both his arms stung mightily and were difficult to move. Just carrying the light load of newly issued clothing was enough to send fire shooting into his shoulders. Lifting his small bundle of new possessions also left him cognizant of the gravity that pulled at him. It still felt a little stronger than Akadean standard, but his body was acclimating to it quickly. It was by now hardly noticeable compared to what it had first felt like in the cargo carrier.

Still unclad, he was herded along with the other men to the end of the long, subterranean orientation chamber where narrowly spaced, vertical steel bars stretched from floor to high ceiling and separated the cavern into two sections. A steel door that opened inward was built into the center of the bars, through which O’Keefe entered the detention area. He hastily dressed, then knotted the pant legs of a pair of his trousers together and stuffed the rest of his meager attire into them through the waistband. Pulling the drawstring taut, he tied it off and threw the makeshift duffle bag over his shoulder before again looking about for Steenini. Other men around him, still struggling with their own loads of clothing, began to bag their new belongings similarly. Soon many were carrying their clothing in the same fashion as O’Keefe.

It was not long before Steenini appeared. He came shuffling across the floor from the boot station toward the bars, bypassing the tattoo chairs as his arms were already imprinted. As snarling dogs urged him on, the gauntness of his abused physique was accentuated by his nakedness and unsteady gait. O’Keefe met him at the door, relieved him of his burden and parceled out socks, underwear, and clothing until the Akadean was fully dressed. O’Keefe made a bag of the man’s britches while Steenini laced his boots.

“Thanks, mate,” he said, as he rose from one knee and accepted his meager belongings from the Earther. “A man needs a few dependable mates in Ashawzut.”

“So it would seem,” O’Keefe replied. “What do you say we stick together? We could be cellmates, or whatever they call it in here.”

Steenini smiled crookedly but broadly. “I was hoping you’d feel that way. What better ally to have in here than a wild man like yourself. And I can show you the ropes, keep you out of trouble. And speaking of trouble, I saw that hand signal you gave to the dog. Whatever it was, it looked rather insulting. What’s it mean?”

“Well, I’m not quite sure,” said O’Keefe through a smirk, “but ah, ‘fuck you’ is as good a translation as any.”

Steenini laughed. “Then I like it,” he said. He raised a finger crookedly toward the bars, then with effort straightened it until he was shooting a credible bird. “I’ll have to remember this.”

“So what was that you were saying before about her and the front row?”

Steenini grimaced. “Elorak,” he spat disgustedly. “She runs Ashawzut. She’s the only Vazilek here, so she likes to make examples of some of the men from every group of newcomers. She wants to be sure that everyone understands that she holds the power of life and death here.” He paused, gesturing around the cavern with a sweeping motion of his arm. “Some of these men will be dead within the hour.”

“Jesus,” O’Keefe whispered through clenched teeth, thinking of Lindy. He pushed Steenini over to the right front of the holding cell and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Stay right here buddy, so I can find you again. I saw a man back there who saved my life once. I’ve got to find him. I’ll be back.”

Steenini nodded with unspoken understanding, and O’Keefe made his way through the crowd toward the back of the detention area. Starting from the right rear corner, he systematically searched from back to front and then front to back, moving a little farther toward the left wall with each transit, trying to get a good look at each prisoner’s face as he passed. Despite the Akadeans’ fearful willingness to move aside at the approach of an aberrant, it was still a daunting task. With no hair or jewelry, and dressed in the same clothing; the Akadeans all looked remarkably similar—just little brown men in gray. But as he closed on one, the man flinched slightly, and raised blue eyes that widened a bit at O’Keefe’s approach.

“Lindy!” he cried, grabbing the man by his shirt. “Are you all right? I thought I wasn’t going to find you. Come on, I’ve made a friend. He knows this place. He’s been in here before. We’ll be better off if we stick with him.” He started to pull Lindy toward Steenini, but the man twisted away. O’Keefe turned to find him glowering at the floor. “What’s the matter with you,” he demanded. “You got more friends in here than you can use?”

“They killed her,” Lindy groaned, without looking up. “They killed Cyanne. Dragged her out and blasted her into chunks of meat right in front of the building. All because her mother is a member of the High Council. They had a list; her name was on it, and they killed her, just like that. They didn’t think about it for an instant, and it didn’t bother them a bit.” He paused and looked up into O’Keefe’s eyes. “Why would they do that?” he asked forlornly. “By that time everyone had given up. No one was even running away, and certainly she was no threat to them.”

O’Keefe wrapped his arm protectively around Lindy and gently started to guide him toward where he had left Steenini. “I’m sorry, Willet,” he said softly, “they’re just evil bastards. That’s why we have to fight them.” O’Keefe found himself replaying his words in his mind, astonished at what he had just uttered. Until that moment, he had been amazed at the Akadean’s lack of a will to fight, but he had never considered the fight his own. Now the words we have to fight them had slipped from between as lips as casually and naturally as his fingers would have moved to button a shirt.

“But what can we do?” Lindy asked, his voice a whine and shaded with hopelessness.

“We’ll worry about that later. Right now the best we can do is survive. Come on.” As he directed Lindy through the crowd he spoke again, asking the question that suddenly would not leave his mind. “What about Kira and the captain?” he asked. “Did you hear anything?”

“No,” Lindy said, shaking his head. “I haven’t see anyone else from the ship; I only know what happened to Cyanne. We were all released from quarantine as soon as the attack began. Everyone split up. Kira went with Beccassit. Cyanne and I fled to hide with friends. I tried to contact Vigilant as soon as I found a working transmitter, but there was no reply. Either the ship got away or…,” his voice trailed off. It didn’t matter. O’Keefe needed no explanation of the alternatives.

They reached Steenini, and O’Keefe introduced the two. Something about Bartle and his broken frame seemed to shatter the psychological enervation that had engulfed Lindy. Maybe it was the sight of someone in an obviously more debilitated state than himself and still bearing up that did it, but O’Keefe couldn’t be sure. Whatever the cause, Lindy suddenly became more animated, standing close by with Steenini and speaking as enthusiastically with his fellow Akadean as any beaten and mournful man was capable of.

While they were exchanging stories, O’Keefe stood to the side and watched the activity outside the giant cell. It took quite some time, but at length the last of the prisoners were herded through the door. Several of the dogs squeezed through the entrance after them, pushing the crowd against O’Keefe and his two compatriots, pressing them more tightly against the right wall.

Abruptly an amplified voice erupted from unseen loudspeakers. “Welcome to Ashawzut, gentlemen,” the machine imitation of a male voice boomed. “Please proceed into the auditorium and stand inside the painted squares you will find there. And please do so quickly. If you tarry, you will be punished.”

In the midst of those words, giant doors, heretofore concealed as part of the wall of solid rock that formed the back of the detention cell, swung outward with a loud, groaning, orogenic creak that hung in the air of the chamber. The dogs, now snarling ferociously, forced the men out through the aperture and into another enormous, domed cavern. Like all the areas they had seen, the walls of the auditorium were rough hewn from gray rock while the floor was flat and unpolished, covered with a patina of dry and dusty dirt. Also as in all the other chambers, light was provided by fixtures hung from the ceiling high above. Across the floor was painted a mammoth rectangular pattern of white squares laid out in parallel lines. Each square contained a number. The pattern was arranged so that it faced a raised stage-like gallery that had been cut into the far wall of the dome and was accessed by a wide flight of stairs leading up from the floor to its center.

Around the perimeter of the circular chamber were more of the lizard machines, their engines all idling at a low rumble, the sound ricocheting off the hard walls in a way that made the noise much more ominous than it should have been. The effect was a thundering cacophony that seemed to come from everywhere at once. O’Keefe saw several men glance nervously up at the lights, as if behind their glow were hidden even more unseen dangers.

The air was thick with diesel fumes, so thick the hanging pall was clearly visible even against the gray backdrop of the chamber walls. The floating toxins were enough to cause irritated eyes to water and dry throats to burn. The haze induced convulsive fits of coughing that wracked the men’s lungs but could scarcely be heard over the din the running engines produced.

O’Keefe, with Steenini and Lindy, held back, letting other prisoners be herded toward the front to occupy the squares of the line closest to the stage. Once the dogs had pushed enough men forward to fill the first few rows, the three advanced and picked out a trio of squares as near to the center of the pattern as possible.

Behind them, one man couldn’t take any more. Screaming, he fell to his knees, raving about what could and could not be done to him. A lizard guard broke ranks from the surrounding cordon, drove forward, scattering the prisoners before it, and speared the man as he rose and tried to flee into the crowd. It dragged the shrieking prisoner across the floor until it had backed into its original spot, then winched in the spear until the dying man was held almost upright before the lizard’s steel hull. The man’s cries gradually lost their intensity as a bit of blood gurgled up from his throat, staining his chin red a moment before he died. The reptiles took no note of it. They let the man’s impaled and bloody corpse hang limply on the lance as a warning to the others. It was not ignored. The remaining prisoners queued up in the painted squares quickly and without comment, filling each row completely before starting to line up in the next.

“What now?” O’Keefe asked Steenini, nearly yelling to be heard over the noise.

“Now we meet Elorak,” Steenini yelled back, nodding toward the stage. “And here the bitch comes.”

From a hidden entry off to the left of the gallery a human female strode out, followed by a robot that looked like a larger version of a warder, only much more menacing. It hovered just above and behind her like an unwedded succubus. And suddenly, at the woman’s first steps out onto the stage, the engines of the lizard guards all shut down as if they were all on the same circuit of a single kill switch. The auditorium fell silent save for the coughing of the prisoners.

The woman on stage was reed thin and pale as a phantasm, dressed only in a pair of thigh-high black leather boots and clinging ebony gloves that stretched nearly to her armpits. Her long black hair was pushed through a metallic band at the top of her head, the straggly ends falling limply to the middle of her back. But the tangled strands never touched her skin; they hung in the air as if pushed away from her body by static electricity. Around her neck was a thick black collar fronted with a large silver medallion. But despite her torso and head being bare, O’Keefe could distinguish little of her facial features and could not bring her body into focus at all. Her pubic hair was merely a black blur while he could not detect her breasts at all beyond the cloudy brown spots where her nipples should have been. It was as if she walked in a deep haze of shimmering heat.

“What in blazes is that?” O’Keefe breathed.

“Body shield,” whispered Steenini from beside him. “See the collar? The emblem is the generator. The power pack hangs down her back; it is beneath her hair. The field is held in place by containment rings at the top of her boots, the top of her gloves, and the one in her hair, so her head and trunk are completely protected. The gloves and boots cover armored limbs; there is no flesh beneath. She’s a quadruple amputee, apparently wounded and then rebuilt in typical Vazilek fashion—best fit for fighting and not much else.

“Looking at her strictly from that point of view, she is really quite impressive. If you were well armed enough, you could maybe take off an appendage of two before she killed you, but she would merely retreat to her quarters afterward to be repaired. You could also perhaps cook her inside the shield or maybe overload the generator, but you would need thirty men with blasters to do it. And since there are no blasters in Ashawzut except for the one she carries, she is for all practical purposes invulnerable. And that is not to mention her assault robot; it follows her everywhere.”

“What’s with the nudity?”

“Shielding adheres to the contours of the body, emanating outward from the skin. Conventional clothing would either slide off or balloon up in tatters around her. She could wear something thick, elastic, and skin tight, but it would hold in the heat, and body shielding is near unbearably hot. A few minutes at a time would be all she could bear wearing something like that. Besides, I think she rather likes showing off. You’ll find she is no shrinking violet.”

On the stage behind Elorak, about fifty prisoners, all obviously veteran inhabitants of Ashawzut, filed out of the same opening from which she had entered. They made their way across the stage and down the stairs to the floor where they formed a line facing the new arrivals. The woman stood glowering down at all of them from the left center of the stage, feet spread wide and hands clasped behind her back. She remained there, motionless, for nearly a minute, trying, O’Keefe thought, to make a grandiose impression.

At last the woman spoke, her voice somehow artificially amplified so that it boomed out over the men. “Welcome to Ashawzut,” she said, her voice ringing with contempt. “My name is Mada Elorak, and I am your new goddess. You are now my slaves. You will worship me as the provider and keeper of your lives. You will fear me as the likely instrument of your deaths, while I shall do with you whatever strikes my fancy at any given moment.

“Your choices here are simple. Do as you are told and live, or disobey and die. If you work and obey for long enough and with enough fervor, you may be allowed to leave this place, to seek healthier climes where you may better serve the glory of our eternal Dominion. If you do not, you will live within these stone walls until death overtakes your putrid bodies or until I burn the vile and worthless vitality from your veins. And even then your bones will bleach under the blazing sun of this rock. The only escape from Ashawzut is through my largesse.

“There are many rules to be followed here in Ashawzut, but one rule is paramount above all others. And that is that you will obey me as you would a deity. You will obey me without question or hesitation. You will obey me unflinchingly, reflexively, and instinctively. You will obey me no matter what the cost to yourselves or to others. Failure to do so merits punishment, and punishment means pain and most likely death. What follows will be your first lesson in obedience; pay careful attention.”

In unison, three of the veteran inmates turned one hundred eighty degrees and marched away from the line of their compatriots to the stairs, ascending them shoulder to shoulder until they reached the stage, where they turned as one to face Elorak.

“Whenever I come within ten feet of you, you will prostrate yourself on the ground with your forehead touching stone, like so.” She sauntered over to the three men, and as she neared they all fell to their knees and touched their heads to the ground with their arms outstretched before them.

She maundered slowly closer to them and then looked out over the crowd before speaking again. “This is the very least that will be expected of you,” she said. “These three men have caught my eye with their diligence. They have expressed a desire to join the ranks of my favorites, but I expect more than meaningless cringing from those closest to me. Therefore they shall be tested.” She turned to the men crouching before her and roughly kicked the head of the one closest to the edge of the stage. “Lick my boot,” she commanded, shoving the pointed toe of her footwear between the man’s face and the floor. At once he began to lap at the leather like a cat cleaning itself. She allowed him to continue for almost thirty seconds before pulling her foot away.

“Oh, this just won’t do,” she said sarcastically, malevolently, as she sidled to her left to stand before the middle man of the three. “Now the top of my boot is clean, but its sole is still dirty.” She propped the boot up on its stiletto heel in front of the second man’s head. “You!” she screeched. “Clean the sole of my boot.” Immediately, the second man crawled forward and pressed his chin as far under the bottom of her boot as possible and proceeded to swab the dirt from its sole with his tongue. Elorak looked on, and although her expressions were muddied by the gauzy overlay of her shielding, O’Keefe would have sworn that she was grinning with delight. This time the spectacle was drawn out for almost a full minute.

She moved to the last man, stepping on his hand with the boot that had just been licked clean. “This is intolerable,” she said, dropping to her haunches. “Now that my boot is clean, the floor is too dirty to walk on.” Grabbing the last man my by an ear, she jerked his head up and gazed into his face, sneering. Sweat broke out across the prisoner’s forehead, whether from fear or his proximity to Elorak’s shielding O’Keefe could not say. She spoke slowly to the man, threats oozing from every syllable. “So get your worthless, stinking tongue on this floor and clean me a spot to place my boot!” As she spoke the last word she violently pushed the man’s head to the ground, where he dutifully began to lick the dirt from the floor. She stood, her foot still atop the man’s hand, and waited.

Anger, revulsion, and dread rose up in O’Keefe; anger at Mada Elorak, revulsion at the scene before him, and dread that someday he might find himself in the same position as the man who now so eagerly cleansed the floor with his tongue. That would mean the end of my life, he thought, because there is no way I would lick the floor for that woman. He leaned over to Steenini and whispered just loud enough for him to hear. “That bitch needs to die.”

Steenini looked up at him out of the corner of his eye and grinned ruefully. “Wait,” he said. “She is far from finished. By the time she’s done here you’ll want to run a spit down the length of her spine and slowly roast her alive.”

On stage, Elorak had apparently decided that she had grandstanded enough for one session and scornfully dismissed the three prisoners, ordering them back to their places in line. As they descended the stairs, she once again addressed the assembly.

“The demeanor these slaves have just shown in my almighty presence is the kind of obeisance that will be demanded of you at all times, from this moment forward, until the day of your death. There are no other alternatives open to you. The demonstration you have just witnessed should be enough to teach you the necessary skills to survive here or in any other part of the Dominion, but it has been my experience that you Akadeans are, intellectually speaking, dullards. You are quite simply dim-witted and slow. You don’t seem to heed instruction as carefully as you should unless that instruction is repeated time and time again. Therefore you too will be tested.”

She proceeded to the staircase and descended it regally, her backbone straight and her posture perfect as she made her way slowly to the floor. The assault robot followed as if in tow. When she reached the base of the stairs, her line of toadies began to drop to the floor. Their example was followed by the new arrivals, including O’Keefe, Steenini, and Lindy, as Elorak moved closer to the front ranks, stepping lightly over her kowtowing favorites as she walked. Suddenly she stopped, glowering at the shorn pate of a prostrate neophyte in the front row. “You there,” she screamed vehemently. “Square number forty-two. You were pitifully slow. Did I not make it clear to you that you are to grovel at my approach? That means instantly, not at your leisure!”

O’Keefe could barely hear the man’s voice as he whimpered an apology. But it was to no avail. It only served to inflame Elorak all the more. She stomped over to the man and screeched at him in fury.

“Who gave you permission to speak? You will be silent!” She then kicked Forty-two several times as hard as she was able. O’Keefe could hear him moaning in pain. When she was finished, she stalked away toward the stairs, pausing only long enough at their base to scream “Bring him!”

Just the shrieking madness that was her voice was enough to paint the woman indelibly onto O’Keefe’s mind in wide, bright swathes the color of insanity. His forehead throbbed against the stone floor as his heart raced in fear, less for himself than for Forty-two. He had no idea what was about to happen, but Steenini’s warnings had made it clear that it was not going to be pleasant, and that Forty-two was soon to depart from this life.

As Elorak mounted the stairs the same three men that had earlier been abused by her jumped to their feet and rushed toward the new prisoners. They pulled Forty-two to his feet and half carried him across the floor, up the stairs, and on to the stage. All four of them knelt and touched their heads to stone as soon as Elorak turned to face them. As they cowered before her, she bade the rest of her audience back to their feet. Clearly she wanted everyone in attendance to see what she planned to perpetrate on the poor wretch that had been unlucky enough to occupy square number forty-two.

“Stand up, Forty-two,” she commanded.

The man clambered to his feet. He stood snuffling and swallowing as he stared at the boots on his feet. “Not fast enough, Forty-two,” Elorak hissed. “On your knees, head to the ground, now!” Again the woman seemed to be on the brink of losing control.

Forty-two dove to floor, his sides heaving for breath. “Now stand, quickly!” He jumped to his feet this time, still refusing to meet Elorak’s eyes, while his chest rose and fell rapidly. “Better,” she spat through clenched teeth. “Now remove your clothing.”

The man pulled his tee shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor in front of him. He half knelt to untie his boots before hopping about awkwardly on one leg and then the other as he pulled them from his feet. With shaking hands he pulled the drawstrings of his trousers from inside the waistband and began to fumble furiously with them. The ends had snarled as he attempted to release the tied cords and now, despite Forty-two’s best efforts, the twisted knot would not come free.

It was too much for his new goddess. “Damn you, Forty-two,” she said, the anger in her voice rising with each word. “I have had enough of your insolence!” She reached down and pulled a pistol-like weapon off the outside of her right boot, raised it and fired an argent blast at Forty-two’s torso. The man exploded in a burst of crimson. Body parts and bits of flesh littered the stage; the three men kneeling near to where Forty-two had stood were covered in blood. “You three,” she ordered, her voice sibilating malignantly, “get me number forty-one.”

In moments Forty-one and the three lackeys knelt on the stage before Elorak, their faces pressed into the gore left by Forty-two’s murder. Fortyone jumped to his feet at Elorak’s command, ripped the clothing from his body when he was ordered to and tossed them heedlessly about the bloody stage. When he stood naked before her, Elorak smiled cruelly.

“Much better, Forty-one,” she said softly and soothingly, nodding all the while. Then she reached down and pulled something from her right boot, next to where she had replaced her pistol. As it caught the light and glinted O’Keefe could see that it was a large knife with a sharply serrated and lustrous blade. She tossed it toward Forty-one, where it landed hilt first at his feet. “Pick it up,” she commanded. He quickly did so. “Good,” she said. “Now emasculate yourself.”

Forty-one’s jaw fell slightly as he looked at Elorak in disbelief. That was all it took. “You impudent pig!” she screamed, with more hatred seething in her voice than O’Keefe had ever heard from anyone at any time. “How dare you question my commands!” Forty-one saw her reach once more for her side arm and dropped the blade, turning to run. He made one stride toward the watching crowd, but as his weight came down on the second step, Elorak cut his leg from beneath him with a single blast. His ribcage struck the forward edge of the stage as he toppled down to the floor of the chamber, landing with an audible thud. He lay there screaming and clutching at the bloody stump that a moment before had been a working appendage. Elorak walked calmly forward, looked down, took aim, and exploded Forty-one’s head. A stillness born of rapt disbelief filled the cavern.

She looked out over the men and scowled. “I can kill you worthless, sniveling piles of excrement all day long if that’s what you want. We have plenty of time. However, if death is not your desire, one of you had better learn to do as I say.” The pitch and decibel level of her voice again increased with each word until she was red faced and screaming virulently. “Bring me number forty!”

Forty was apparently resigned to his fate and meant to sacrifice himself for the good of the others. He marched to the foot of the stairs without having to be prompted, the three lackeys merely following lamely behind him as he ascended. He knelt in the blood and dutifully removed his clothing with alacrity when the order came. When the bloody knife fell at his feet, he picked it up and grabbed his genitalia in one hand while with the other he severed them from his body with one sickening, upward slash. Unable to suppress a scream of agony, Forty sunk to the floor with his hands pressed tightly between his legs as he tried desperately to stanch the flow of his blood.

Elorak stood over him in triumph, savoring her moment of ultimate power. Then she bent down for the knife, wiped its blade and her gloves on Forty’s discarded tee-shirt, and rose, gesturing to her three lackeys. “Take him to the infirmary,” she said, her tone revealing only contempt. “Find his privates and take them, too. Have him sewn back together.” She turned and approached the front of the stage, speaking soothingly as several other men from her retinue of bootlickers climbed the stairs to help carry Forty away. “There, do you see. The man who obeyed my orders experienced only some small amount of pain. He will almost certainly be unable to procreate, but your future holds no possibilities in that area regardless of the circumstances. And in a short time Number Forty will be more or less none the worse for wear, no different than you who still stand before me. Whereas the two who did not obey have succeeded only in making an abominable mess for my favorites to cleanse from this chamber. So you see I am not so cruel as long as you do as I command. Remember this well. Obedience is life, defiance is death. That is all you need to know here. Now, there will be one more repetition to insure that you understand. Show me how you will behave at my approach.”

Her audience fell to their knees as one and touched their foreheads to the ground. “Much better,” Elorak cooed. “Now for your next lesson. You will never speak to me or address me in any manner unless I command it of you. You will be silent in my presence. But should you ever have the good fortune to be questioned by me, you will address me as ‘Your worship.’ If you should fail to adhere to this rule the penalty is the same as that merited by most any other infraction. That would be death, and depending on my mood, probably not so swift a death as you have witnessed here today. Punishment in the arena can be a very long and drawn out affair, as you will all learn soon enough, so I will not bore you with the details. Now I trust that all of you will remember well what you have learned here today. My guards will now escort you to your new living quarters. That will be all.” She turned and without further ado marched solemnly off the stage and out of sight.

As soon as she turned to leave, the diesels of the lizards all came to life nearly simultaneously, as if on cue in a well-choreographed drama of death. O’Keefe had been gripped too tightly by the gruesome scenes he had just witnessed to notice, but the air in the chamber had somehow been purified during Elorak’s murderous exposition. But now that the lizard’s engines were all rumbling again, the air became noxious in only moments. O’Keefe’s eyes watered as he began to wheeze and cough anew.

He looked to his two companions. Steenini appeared well enough, coughing slightly but otherwise standing stoically at O’Keefe’s side. But to Bart’s right Lindy swayed like a tower on a moving fault line. His eyes were starting to glaze over and roll back in his head. O’Keefe could see that in a moment he would faint away. He reached past Steenini and pulled Lindy to him where he held him up with his left arm. With his right hand he patted Lindy’s cheeks, ever more forcefully, until the pilot’s eyes began to show some alertness and focus.

“Yo, Willet,” he said. “Hang in there, all right? All right!” Lindy nodded, took a deep breath, and reached up to clasp O’Keefe’s right hand. O’Keefe briefly returned his grip before releasing him and finding that the man could now stand on his own.

Meanwhile, the surrounding lizard guards had closed in around the prisoners, pushing them into a jostling mass at the center of the cavern. O’Keefe found himself unable to move more than a few inches in any direction. He watched as one of the guards broke ranks and turned to one side, where two of Elorak’s lackeys pulled a long length of thick cable from the spool of its winch, laying it out across the floor in front of the beast. As soon as the men scampered out of the way it clanked forward until the cable was stretched out behind it and another of Elorak’s favorites was able to push it into a collapsible eyehook that protruded from beneath the rear of the guard’s armored chassis. All of Elorak’s toadies then gathered round the right tread of the lizard where one of their number opened a steel tool box that was welded to the fender and began to pass out handcuffs that he retrieved from within. Upon receiving a pair, each lackey squeezed between the guards surrounding the prisoners and culled a man from the crowd, who they then fettered behind the lone, outlying lizard with one ring of the cuffs around a wrist and the other locked through small hoops of steel that had been built into the cable at regular intervals. The men were attached one by the right wrist and the next by the left.

When the cable had no more open rings to cuff through, the reptile roared off toward the wall of the chamber, while another deserted the perimeter to follow behind, just on the heels of the men in tow. A section of the wall opened outward at the guard’s approach, and the procession rumbled off into a passageway at a speed that forced the prisoners to trot.

Another guard left the circle surrounding the men and had the cable from its winch locked in place just at the first had. More men were taken from the crowd, cuffed, and then dragged away.

As the process of removing the prisoners from the auditorium continued the lizard guards indulged in much whip cracking, guttural orders, and puerile insults. Replacement reptiles arrived or perhaps returned to the cavern in a random fashion, but there were always more than enough of them to keep the ring of steel surrounding the prisoners intact. Any audible comments from the men were answered instantly by the sting of a lash while several who were unfortunate enough to raise the ire of one of the beasts were speared and killed. O’Keefe could see no method to the beasts’ madness. The murdered men had not appeared to be behaving differently than any other prisoner. Apparently the lizards simply enjoyed killing every so often, as each death brought a chorus of basso guffaws from deep in their throats.

Shortly O’Keefe, Steenini, and Lindy were among a group cut from the crush of bodies. The unspeaking lackeys cuffed each of them behind a waiting guard as it idled outside the ring of its comrades. O’Keefe stood by, standing slightly bent over with his shoulders slumped, trying hard to hide his eight inch height advantage over the tallest of the Akadeans. But there was no way to cover his pale complexion. He looked nothing like the other prisoners. He expected to be singled out at any moment by a guard or one of the lackeys. But they paid no heed to his aberrant features, as he simply stood unmolested while more and more men were manacled to the cable that now hung from his left wrist. Perhaps they are used to strangers, he mused. After all, as he had learned for the UP network, they enslaved every being that they came across. There was no telling how many strange species populated their prisons. Shortly, a last man was attached at the butt end of the line, and the lizard roared off, pulling the cable taut and quickly settling the men into a jog.

They entered a passageway. It was a dimly lit tunnel of the same rough cut rock that seemed to make up the entire complex. It was easily wide enough for two of the guards to pass each other in opposite directions, but when that did indeed happen, invariably one or both of the guards would scrape the wall or strike a glancing blow against the other, adding new blemishes to their already marred hulls. The diesel fumes, which had been acrid in the auditorium, were stifling in the tunnel. The lizard’s exhaust blew from beneath its undercarriage, so the men were forced to run through a cloud of it continuously. There was much violent hacking and expectorated sputum as they struggled to keep their breath in the midst of the poisoned air. Steenini fell once and was dragged by his arm for a short distance before he could once again get to his feet and resume trotting. O’Keefe could see that blood ran from both his knees down the front of his legs, but he, being chained out of reach, had been powerless to do anything to help.

The tunnel seemed to stretch into eternity. Occasionally the towing guard thundered through intersections with other passageways, but the crossings never caused the pace to slacken. O’Keefe was able to keep up despite the ache in his chest that spiked when he gasped for air; the months of endless exercise on Vigilant were now paying dividends that he could never have envisioned at the time. It was clear that others were failing, however, as the rigors of the passage to Ashawzut began to exact their toll. Many of the men were being pulled along by the cable, their bound arm outstretched rigidly before them and their legs with barely the strength to keep them from falling. Trails of spittle hung from the corners of their mouths. From time to time little strings of it were shaken away by the violent shocks sent through their bodies as their boot clad feet pounded down the stone floor of the corridors.

Just when O’Keefe felt that the men around him would begin to collapse and be dragged, the towing guard slowed and ground to a halt just past an arched and doorless opening in the side of the passageway. A number—121—was graven deeply into the rock beside the breach. The men’s shackles all popped open simultaneously and the cable, handcuffs and all, was reeled back onto the lizard’s winch. It then spun around on its treads and faced the men. “Inside,” it barked. “And stay there. If caught outside quarters, punishment is sure.”

“Let me hazard a guess,” O’Keefe muttered weakly, “that the penalty for that would be death.”

“Silence!” bellowed the reptile that had been bringing up the rear. O’Keefe immediately dodged to his left, knowing the whip would follow the word. It did, cracking beside his right shoulder as he moved. Before the creature could draw back for another strike O’Keefe darted through the opening in the wall and out of reach. The guard roared in anger and pushed its way forward until the front of its hull was flush against both sides of the doorway. It stuck its long necked head and arms into the room only to find O’Keefe well out of reach, even of the whip. The enraged lizard flailed its weapon at him several times anyway before it realized the futility of its actions, yet still its tracks scraped uselessly against the stone floor outside as it strained to move forward. But the wall between the room and the passageway was solid rock and too thick for even a tracked vehicle to break through. Finally the lividly confounded creature sought to reach behind its neck for a spear but found that action too to be thwarted by the relative smallness of the doorway. At length it bared its teeth at O’Keefe and roared fearsomely, “I not forget you, human,” before withdrawing and finally allowing the other men to enter.

Many, including Steenini, fell directly to the floor, gasping for breath. Lindy knelt at his side as O’Keefe approached. “Is he going to be okay?” the Earther panted, still shaken by the violent reaction of the lizard guard to his comment.

“I think so,” Lindy replied without looking away from Steenini. “At least in the short term. But he has been tortured to the point where his body can’t take much more of this. If what we have already been through is any indication of the daily fare here, this place will kill him in due time.”

“I think that is the general idea, Willet,” rasped Steenini, slowly opening his eyes. “As I have confided in Hill here, the Vazileks have a complaint with me. Their goal is to break me or kill me trying.”

“Yeah, well they’re not going to be successful,” O’Keefe said confidently as he knelt next to Lindy. He put an arm under Steenini’s shoulder blades and the other beneath the back of his knees and lifted the man into his arms, standing as he did so. The little man’s weight should have been easy for O’Keefe to bear, but under the circumstances he could barely hold him aloft. The broken Akadean wrapped his own arms around O’Keefe’s neck, trying to help out.

“Let’s find you a bunk, Bart,” O’Keefe said between ragged breaths. “And then the three of us are going to start figuring out how to get out of here.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO:

Ashawzut

As O’Keefe stood, still holding Steenini in his arms, he for the first time took a good look around their new home. Like every other part of their prison, it was large, gray, and hollowed out of solid rock. The front third of the barracks was an open area with the entry in one corner. In the other corner was a large tub, a latrine of sorts, covered by a rough wooden seat; and a barrel with a crude tap at its base, sitting on a four-legged stand. A dirty cup, held by a chain, hung from the side of the barrel. It was clear that this was to be their source of drinking water. O’Keefe was afraid to guess of what quality that water would be. The rest of the excavation was covered by rows of bunks, the spaces between them only wide enough for two men to squeeze past each other shoulder to shoulder. The rows projected perpendicularly out from the rear wall, each one being eight bunks long and four bunks high, and there were about two dozen rows. The beds were fitted with thin, coarsely covered mattresses, all of which were presently unoccupied, save for some gray bundles of clothing lying atop them here and there.

Still trying to catch the breath robbed from him by the long run from the auditorium, O’Keefe carried Steenini to the row of bunks against the wall farthest from the entrance. He wanted to get as far as possible from the crowd they had arrived with, most of whom still milled about in the open area near the door. He laid the man gently on the lowest bed at the head of that row. The touch of the mattress against the back of his hands was enough to tell him that the stuffing inside was little softer than the wood beneath. As he took a seat on the bunk opposite the one where he had placed Steenini, Lindy appeared with a pair of his new gray socks, dripping with water from the barrel up front. He knelt beside Steenini, wiping his face, and then leaving the socks draped over his forehead as a cold compress. The pilot then took a seat beside O’Keefe, still breathing heavily himself but saying nothing.

Steenini groaned, and O’Keefe reached out to gently grasp his arm. “You going to be okay, buddy?” he asked.

“I’ll be right as rain in just a little while, mate. Don’t you worry,” came the pained reply.

“Can you tell us more about this place?” O’Keefe asked. “Are you up to it?”

“Oh, for the love of Stirga, I’m not dying. I’m just a little tuckered out, that’s all. What do you want to know?”

“I want to know how we can get the fuck out of here. I mean, this is getting to the point where it is a bit beyond the pale. I’ve been a prisoner ever since I woke up on one of your ships,” he paused to glare momentarily at Lindy, “and the accommodations I’ve been afforded keep taking turns for the worse. I mean, look at this place. I’m telling you, I’m ready to start killing somebody, starting with that crazy bitch Elorak. But before we get to her, tell us about those lizards. What’s the story with them? They appear to be terribly inefficient guards. They seem nearly moronic and criminally insane to boot. Why don’t the Vazileks just use robots, like on the transport?”

Steenini started a laugh that, as usual for him, turned into a coughing fit. When it at length subsided he began to speak. “We’re not important enough to merit machines,” he answered, still chuckling ironically. “The Vazileks know we are quite subdued. Putting a contingent of assault bots in here as guards, along with their maintenance facilities, would be a terrific misallocation of assets. The lizards, as you call them, don’t require any programming or upkeep. They are just smart enough to do as they are told, and the machine half of them is simple enough that they are able to maintain themselves under the tutelage of the colony network. In addition, they have a fanatic loyalty, born of desperation, to Mada Elorak. They have no hearts, literally. The diesels pump their blood. Without fuel, they die; and Elorak controls the flow of fuel, so they will fight to the death to protect her.”

O’Keefe broke in, ideas germinating in his mind like desert flowers after a long overdue rain. “Then we must gain control of the fuel. Then they will be loyal to us, and we win hands down. We’ll own this place.”

“Not so fast,” Steenini protested. “She controls the flow of fuel through the colony network, which is programmed to recognize only her. The drives that contain the core programming, if they are anything at all like every other Vazilek installation that I have knowledge of, are read and write protected. Only Elorak has the codes to override that protection. It is not like we could simply input a request to stop the flow of diesel fuel.

“And we will have no tools here save picks, hammers, and shovels, hardly the means to break into the fuel depot, even if we were able to determine its location. We also haven’t the technology to fool the network into thinking that one of us is Elorak, and even the chance to try that would necessitate somehow gaining access to an interface. In the unlikely event that we were able to overcome those two obstacles, I would assume that anything critical, like access to the fuel rationing subsystems for example, would be password protected beyond the override codes. Without processing power of our own, we could easily spend the rest of our lives trying to hack into those subsystems manually, and that’s assuming that there is no failsafe. The Vazileks are very clever. The system may be programmed to shut down or even format every drive on the planet if it in any way becomes apparent that a non-authorized entity is attempting to access the system. No, she—and only she—controls the ration of fuel for the beasties. There is nothing we can do about that. If you mean to defeat her, you must defeat her guards as well.”

“What about maintenance?” O’Keefe persisted. “You mentioned that. Diesels have got to have down time. What if we shut down their engines, sabotage them somehow? With no hearts, their blood stops and they die.”

“No, that won’t work either. They are equipped with batteries to keep their blood pumping if their engines die. You witnessed that today in the auditorium. It takes several hours, at least, for them to fully discharge. There are also dozens of bays in the maintenance shop where they can be placed to keep them alive while their hulls are being serviced, plus the hulls are interchangeable, and there are many spares. Furthermore, you would have to take them all down simultaneously. Each chassis is equipped with a fairly sophisticated sensor array, and all the beasts are connected to the colony network, which means not only the network but also Elorak has access to nearly anything they see or hear. An assault on one would alert the network, which would in turn alert Elorak, who would quickly alert all the other guards. And even if you somehow managed the feat of putting them all out of commission at once, it would still only kill some of them. Ashawzut is equipped with robotic towing vehicles, controlled by the network, to pull malfunctioning guards in for repair. No one knows where they are kept, and no one sees them until they are needed. This is not to mention the fact that they are armed and armored. I have personally witnessed them on the move, so you can trust me on that one. They are also always guarded by a large contingent of beasties, dogs, or both. You would at the very least have to fight your way through a pack of dogs just to get close to one of them, and then there would be very little you could do to stop it. A few of the guards might die before they could be hauled in, but the large majority would be up and running in less than a day. And believe me, they would be very angry.”

Steenini looked up at O’Keefe and smiled the smile of a tired and beaten man. “I don’t mean to belittle your hopes, my friend, but the Vazileks have been keeping slaves for a very long time, and they are extraordinarily good at it.”

“Okay,” O’Keefe said, far from ready to give up, “so we can’t do anything with the lizards. What about the dogs? What do you know about them?”

“The dogs?” Steenini echoed. “I’m not sure. The dogs are enigmas. Elorak provides them with food, and they appear to owe allegiance to her, but they are not like the beasties at all. Oh, they seem fierce enough, but I can’t say that I have ever seen one of them actually kill a man. Oh, I’ve seen them draw blood to be sure, and seen it many times, but for the most part they appear to be genetically bred to be shepherds. Their main function appears to be to push us where Elorak and the guards want us to go. I still wouldn’t want to cross one, though. If they are provoked, they are big enough to kill you in an instant, barbarian though you may be.

“But there is still something about them. The way they seem to observe everything, and the way they interact with each other. I’ve oftentimes had the impression that they are more than just well-trained canines. Sometimes I think they have an almost human intelligence. It may be just an illusion, or it may be the scantest evidence of an enormity that lies just beneath the surface. It is very difficult to say with any certainty.

“Unlike the guards, they are social animals, as are we. It would not be far-fetched for a man, for me, to recognize basic instincts, simple lupine behavioral traits, and mistake them for intelligence. On the other hand, they could be much more than they appear to be. One can never be sure of what one sees without clinical data on which to base conclusions.

“But I’m getting off track, aren’t I? What I mean to say is that however menacing and intelligent the dogs may appear, it is within the realm of possibility that I may yet be underestimating them. As I said before, I cannot say with certainty, but it is my belief that there is more to the dogs and their relationship with Elorak than is evident on the surface. If I were you, I would watch my tongue in front of them even more so than in front of the guards. Elorak, for all her depravity, is no fool. It is quite possible that the dogs have capabilities that are intentionally being hidden from us.”

“Great,” said a sarcastic O’Keefe, feeling more despondent by the moment. “What else do we need to know?”

Steenini thought for a moment. “Not much,” he finally ventured. “You’ve already seen Elorak and her assault bot. What else is there? Well, you may not know this. We are buried beneath the surface of a planet that is extremely hostile environmentally. The atmosphere, what little there is of it, is pure poison, and a cool day runs about four hundred degrees. Escape from Ashawzut is not as simple as finding a way out of the colony complex. No, the only way out of these caverns is in one of the supply ships that call here. They come in at random intervals, bringing supplies and new batches of prisoners. Sometimes there will be no arrivals for days on end; at other times there will be a half dozen ships to make port here in a week. They leave when they are filled with the ore refined from the rock we will soon be mining and take with them the prisoners deemed indoctrinated enough to serve the Vazileks unquestioningly. If you don’t mind me saying so, that might be the best bet for you two fellows; make Elorak believe you’re ready to serve the bastards. It worked for me once.”

“And then what happens to you?” Lindy asked, suddenly speaking up.

“Me?” Steenini shrugged, as if he were only now considering his plight. “I imagine I will have to wait until we are liberated.”

“Shit,” O’Keefe whispered derisively while leaning back to stretch his spine. “That’s not very likely. I’d be willing to bet that your Union Police don’t even know this place exists. And even if they do they are almost certainly in no position to start liberating us. They’re probably getting their asses kicked as we speak.” O’Keefe shot another look at Lindy, but the man seemed not to have heard him, or at least was unready to dispute the insult paid to his former comrades. He merely stared mutely off into space. A moment of silence ensued between all three of them as O’Keefe pondered the situation.

But he was the first to break the hush. “Well, I have to admit this is not the greatest tactical situation,” he said. “But it’s not hopeless. There is only one Vazilek here, and a whole bunch of us, so we have the advantage of numbers. How many guys are in this place anyway?”

“Well I can’t give you an exact figure,” Steenini answered, “but suffice it to say that it is in the tens of thousands.”

“Tens of thousands?” O’Keefe repeated, stunned. “And only one Vazilek? Well, damned if that isn’t the first bit of good news I’ve heard. If we can establish communications adequate to get most of us acting in concert, we can take the bitch and her minions down, no question. We’ll take casualties, probably a lot of casualties, but that’s better than letting them kill us one by one like they’ve done over the past few hours. But I suggest that first we work on devising a plan to capture Elorak and somehow neutralize her assault robot. If we could engineer that rather than a pitched battle it would save a lot of lives. Once we have her, we threaten her or torture her or do whatever we have to do to gain access to the network, and then use it to cut off the fuel to the lizards. After they are dead we use the prospect of food to win over the dogs, and then we hijack a supply ship and get our asses off this rock.”

“And just how do you plan to accomplish all that?” asked Steenini, incredulous. “Trying to capture Elorak is tantamount to suicide. Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?”

Lindy’s eyes suddenly focused, and he and broke into the conversation. “I don’t care,” he said.

“Don’t care about what?” asked Steenini.

“I don’t care if it is suicide. I’ve been ready to die ever since those monsters killed Cyanne. It’s better to die fighting now than to eke out a few more years of life groveling before these murderers.”

“Willet!” O’Keefe exclaimed in mock surprise. “Damn, I didn’t think you had it in you.” He reached over and slapped the man on the back then hugged him by the shoulders. “But let’s not go getting ourselves killed prematurely. The first thing we need to do is gain any and all reliable intelligence about this place over and above what Bart already knows. Once that is done we put together a plan, and then we implement the plan. That’s when we’ll all get blown to bloody bits.”

“Well, count me in too then,” Steenini said wearily from where he lay. “I’ll be swinging a pick here until my heart bursts. If I’m going to die I might as well make it count for something, even if it is in a near hopeless fight.” He managed a wan smile up at his new comrades before continuing.

“But there are other dangers to consider. I advise that we keep any plans to ourselves as much as possible, at least until we can make an educated guess as to who we can trust. Let me explain how things work here. Right now, we are on the lowest rung of the ladder. I will stay on that rung no matter what; but most everyone else can work their way up if they serve with obedience and enthusiasm. Tomorrow, the guards will come for us and we will be taken to break rocks. There are machines here to tunnel and drill in the mines, but we break up the rubble and load it on mine trains to be taken to the automated refineries. If a man works hard enough and long enough without complaint, and without taunting the beasties,” he looked pointedly at O’Keefe, “that man may be able to move up a step.

“That would put him in a more favored position, with more and better food, and with an easier job—something like emptying the barracks latrines or swabbing out cargo containers from the supply ships. From there one could work his way up to the laundry or the kitchen, then to Elorak’s lackeys or even to a position off this accursed world.

“But there are also other, faster ways to move up. The Vazileks demand obedience, but they treasure loyalty. And you will find that there is no shortage of men among our ranks who will be happy to attempt to prove their loyalty by turning in their own comrades for even the slightest infraction. Those who do so almost always move up a step, and word gets around quickly among the new people that reporting others can not only hasten one’s climb to an easier life, it can literally be the difference between survival and death. Revealing a plot against Elorak herself could easily propel a man from rock breaking straight into the kitchens, putting him only one step away from leaving Ashawzut behind. It would be quite a temptation. The only thing that stops a lot of the men from snitching is the fact that some of the more obvious traitors die mysteriously in the night. That notwithstanding, if the wrong people were to find out what you are now proposing, the rewards of turning you in would more than outweigh the inherent risks of doing so. So be careful who you approach with this.”

O’Keefe nodded in agreement. “That sounds like wise counsel. But as of now, no one appears to be paying any attention to us.” He glanced around the room, and the men they had arrived with were still either sitting about the floor clustered in little groups like their own or were busy picking out bunks for themselves. All were far enough away to be out of earshot. “Tell us everything you know about Elorak,” O’Keefe asked. “Where does she sleep? What kind of security arrangements does she have? Is she vulnerable at any time? Anything you can think of might be helpful.”

Steenini scowled at the thought of the woman. “As you have seen,” he began, “she is vain and cruel. She will kill on a whim, with no provocation at all. She seems to enjoy it. Often she will descend to the arena floor just to finish some poor bastard off, after the guards have had their fun. You’ll find out about the arena soon enough. We will all be required to witness punishment. But despite her brutality she would seem to be possessed of a somewhat formidable intelligence. She speaks our language with exceptional fluency, a fluency that remains impressive despite the fact that I am quite sure she has implanted, cybernetic assistance.

“As to her quarters, I could not tell you how to get there from here, but there is a hatch from which she emerges somewhere in the vicinity of the hangar area. I have seen it in passing on several occasions. She resides on the surface in an environmental dome, or so it is rumored. The hatch leads to the elevator that runs between our caverns and her rooms. It is heavily guarded at all times. If she is on the surface, the normal contingent of guards is joined by her assault bot, which waits for her outside the elevator door. What security measures lay beyond the guards at the hatch, no one can say. What few men have ever gone in have never come out. Whether they are killed or shipped off world is uncertain. It has been whispered that she picks a favorite from her lackeys, takes him in to satisfy her sexual appetites, and then kills the man when she grows tired of him. If the sexual part of the story is indeed true, there may be times when she is vulnerable to attack by the victim of her lust, but I tend to doubt the veracity of such tales. Elorak’s hatred for our kind is so complete and so overpowering that I find it hard to believe she could ever take any pleasure from the company of an Akadean.

“As for the times when she is inside the colony complex, she is unassailable. Her assault bot follows closely behind her at all times, and she is always shielded. Even a blaster would be useless against her shield, as I have said. Its only effect would be to make her perspire. More primitive weapons might knock her off her feet, but they would do no real harm. Her arms and legs are not protected by the shielding and can be damaged, but only in a mechanical sense. It would not actually injure her person.

“There is only one way, at least that I know of, to inflict any significant injury to her. The shield generator, at her throat, creates a small vortex directly in front of it, a byproduct of the shield emanation that wraps around her body. It is her only weak point. A sharpened shovel handle driven with enough force, or a pick swung with enough strength, directly into that vortex, could conceivably penetrate the shield and maybe, just maybe, pierce the generator, damaging it enough to bring down her shielding. But she would have to stand still long enough for you to do that and somehow miss shooting you with her blaster. And you would have to find a way to get close enough to her. Her robot is programmed to annihilate any threat, real or perceived, within about four or five meters, and I mean all threats. It could blast a spear out of the air or shatter the handle of a swinging pick as easily as you or I might scratch an ear. And that is not rumor. I have seen it and others like it in action on several occasions.” Steenini’s analysis brought back to O’Keefe the memory of the high commissioner and her guard, slain so easily on Sefforia. He involuntarily winced at the recollection.

Steenini paused for a moment to raise both hands to his face and rub his closed eyelids with the tips of his fingers. When he continued his voice was slightly muffled by his palms. “Please do not misunderstand me. There is little here to keep a man alive other than dreaming of freedom and revenge. This being my second visit, I’ve had a great deal of time to ponder murder, mayhem, revolt, and escape; and I will be all in favor of any feasible plan you come up with to accomplish any of those ends. But nevertheless, I must reiterate the fact that I don’t see how it can be done, and I consider myself to be a very intelligent man, if you’ll pardon my immodesty.”

O’Keefe sat silently, waiting for Steenini to lower his hands and open his eyes. When he did so, O’Keefe leaned forward and stared sternly down into his face. “You listen to me, and you listen to me good,” he said. “This can be done. Regardless of all the advantages she has, she is still just one woman. And no security measures, no matter how good, are foolproof. There is always a weakness somewhere, and we are going to find it. And when we do find it we are going to adapt, we are going to improvise, and we are going to overcome. You got that? We are going to get out of here. Maybe not all of us, but some of us are going to leave this place behind.”

Suddenly, just as O’Keefe had finished speaking, the exhausted men who had been sitting or lying about near the entry to the barracks jumped up and fled back toward the bunks with newfound energy. Most climbed the ladders there to gain access to the uppermost beds as if wolves were on their trail. It was not far from the truth.

O’Keefe turned his eyes to the doorway and saw one of the dogs come padding softly into the barracks. It stopped and stood, panting slightly, halfway between the rows of bunks and the entrance through which it had come. The dog seemed to search the room intently until its brown eyes settled directly on O’Keefe, who shot a wondering glance at Steenini. When the Earther raised his eyes back to the dog he found it still staring at him. He pointedly stared back. There was no reaction from the beast. It stood rock still, its only movement the slight throb of its tongue and the repetitive dilation of its big nostrils. It held its tail out in a near straight line from its rump while its head was up and alert. The dog looked like an oversized, shaggy pointer detecting a quail. Hardly an attack posture, O’Keefe thought.

He stood up, walked slowly out from between the bunks, and turned to face the beast, about twenty feet separating him from the animal’s muzzle. Even standing erect with his chest thrust out and his shoulders back, O’Keefe’s eye level was only inches higher than that of the dog’s. Man and beast stared at each other for a full half minute before the dog blinked and looked away. Nevertheless, it immediately returned its gaze to O’Keefe and bared its teeth slightly, just enough to show off a set of sharp, curving canines as large as a man’s thumb. Then it turned and inexplicably exited the room.

O’Keefe returned to sit beside Lindy. “You shouldn’t do that,” lectured Steenini. “Antagonizing the beasties is bad enough, but they’re solitary by nature. Insulting one is only going to make that particular individual hate you. But I’m telling you, there’s something about those dogs. Offending one of them might be the same thing as offending them all, and I have already seen you go out of your way to irritate one of their number three times since our arrival here. If you keep it up you’re liable to become a marked man in all of their eyes and in a very short time.”

“Yeah, maybe,” O’Keefe said. “But what do you think it was doing in here? I mean, what was the purpose of that visit? It just walked in, stared at me for a minute, and then left. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Who knows,” Steenini said guardedly. “The dogs seem to go where they want whenever they want. It may have come in here simply to intimidate you. Like I said, insulting one of them may be the same as insulting them all. Maybe it was a friend of the one you told to ‘eat shit.’ I don’t know, but if I were you I would be a good boy and start trying to keep my testosterone in check whenever they are around. Continuing to goad them is liable to get you killed.”

Before O’Keefe could retort the sound of approaching diesels echoed in the corridor outside. The roar grew steadily louder until clanking treads came to a halt directly outside the doorway. Seconds later red-eyed men, their clothes heavily soiled and their faces caked with dust, began to totter through the doorway. Most walked like zombies to their bunks and fell or feebly climbed into them. But some could not even traverse the floor. They fell in heaps to the stone, unable to move. No one rose to help them.

“Take a good look, mates,” Steenini said softly. “That’s how we’ll feel in about twenty-four hours.” He sighed heavily. “I need to get some rest,” he muttered to himself, and rolled over in his bunk with his back to Lindy and O’Keefe.

“Come on, Willet,” O’Keefe said, “let’s get these guys up on their beds. We can’t just sit here and leave them on the floor.” They walked over to the nearest collapsed body and hoisted the man to his feet. Then, with one of his arms draped over Lindy’s shoulders and the other around O’Keefe’s waist, they carried him to the bunk that he had indicated, almost incoherently, was his. They returned for the next man, standing him up so O’Keefe could lift him into his arms and carry him to his bunk while Lindy helped another man to his feet. Soon some of the other new inmates were shamed into action as well and were helping others of the fallen. In short order everyone was off the floor. O’Keefe and Lindy returned to Steenini, taking a seat on two lower tier beds, O’Keefe on the one at Steenini’s feet and Lindy directly opposite him. Presently Lindy stretched out while O’Keefe sat brooding with his elbows on his knees and his fists supporting his chin.

His nose wrinkled involuntarily; the noxious odor of the exhaust fumes the guards had left behind still permeated the air. “How can they have diesels?” he asked absently. Lindy turned his head to look at him as if he needed clarification. “The guard’s engines,” O’Keefe continued. “We have them on Earth. The same thing, the same smell. How can they have them here, and why is there a word in your language for them?”

Lindy propped himself up on one elbow and looked over at O’Keefe. “I think I see what you mean,” he said, “but it’s not out of the ordinary at all. After the Cataclysm, many worlds—totally separate and, with the passage of time, totally unknown to each other—experienced significant parallel development. As far as I know, all worlds that support carbon-based life for a long enough time build up large deposits of fossil fuels. Internal combustion is an almost inevitable technological outgrowth of that fact, but Vazilek technology is still very distinct from your technology just as it is from ours. I think if you were to dismantle one of their power plants you would discover that in a mechanical sense, it would be constructed in a very different manner from your own. It would also be incompatible with your world’s drive systems. Only the most basic principles would be the same.”

O’Keefe swung his legs up into the bunk and lay back, staring at the underside of the bed above him. Momentarily he rolled over onto his side and looked searchingly at Lindy. “What about tactically?” he asked. “Was there parallel development in that area as well?”

“Tactically?” Lindy once again looked perplexed.

“Yeah, tactically. I mean, your fleet of police cruisers must have had some purpose before the Vazileks appeared. What did you guys do?”

“We did, and still do, search and rescue missions. We repair or tow disabled ships. We track down and apprehend smugglers. We patrol shipping lanes and maintain sensor buoys. We fight piracy. We…”

“Okay, there you go,” said O’Keefe, interrupting. “You fight piracy. You have to have tactics to fight pirates. So before the Union became the Union, when you were still bringing lost worlds on board, did different worlds use the same tactics to fight piracy or were their approaches very different?”

Lindy looked past O’Keefe, as if groping through a dark chamber of his mind for an answer. “Well,” he said slowly, still somewhat lost in thought, “that was a very long time ago. It was only in the very early stages of the Reunification that spacefaring worlds renewed contact with each other. The later additions were all societies that had lost the capacity for interstellar travel. And it’s been a couple of hundred years since I was at the academy. But it seems to me that different societies had developed very different ways of dealing with similar problems, in all areas.

“Well, yes, of course that’s true,” he said as old memories flooded back into his awareness. “That’s the reason it took so long to enact the Constitution after the Principles of Cooperation were ratified. It took several millennia of negotiation for everyone to agree on a single format to follow because each individual society had spent centuries evolving their own rules concerning governance, justice, law enforcement, legislation, and every other component of society. In the beginning no one could agree on anything, they simply decided to cooperate in the effort to find common ground. So I would have to say that, based on the fact that different worlds came up with so many different ways to solve problems common to them all, that there wasn’t much parallel development tactically at all, except in the most general sense.” Lindy set his jaw and nodded once, smugly satisfied that he had been able to dredge up an answer from the long unused corridors of his mind.

“Good,” said O’Keefe, nodding in return. “That may give us an edge in dealing the Vazileks. They’ve apparently been studying you Akadeans, but according to what High Commissioner Burkeer told me they’ve elected to leave the Earth alone, at least for the moment. If that’s true I may be able to come up with a few wrinkles that they’ve no idea how to deal with. But I guess I’m getting a little ahead of myself. First of all we’ve got to find a way out of this place.” He rolled onto his back once again and stared pensively at the bottom of the bunk above him. He hardly noticed other Akadeans, all of them cleaner and less depleted than the mine workers, entering the barracks at random intervals. Exhaustion began to take its toll, and his eyelids drooped as the minutes wound past.

But as he lay on the bunk close to sleep, creaking sounds of slow rolling wheels out in the corridor lightly touched his tympanic nerve. He was immediately alert, and rose to investigate. Steenini turned in his bunk and beckoned him back as he passed, explaining that it was only the food carts and that anyone caught leaning out of the entry was eligible for punishment. A few seconds later two men, one of them pushing a handcart, entered the room. The cart looked much like any street vendor’s, except it was dirty and ragged from overuse, while the men who had brought it in were dressed like every other inmate in Ashawzut. But compared to the workers that O’Keefe and Lindy had so recently carried to their bunks, these prisoner’s attire was infinitely less soiled and their stomachs not nearly as constricted.

“All right men, dinner time,” announced the one who had been walking rather than pushing. “Let’s all line up now.” The other, a man small even by Akadean standards, busied himself pulling metal bowls from inside the cart.

The events of the day had hardly been conducive toward developing an appetite, and as a result O’Keefe had not realized just how ravenous he was. But just the mention of food was enough to instantly place his empty stomach at priority one. He started to help Steenini up, but the man pushed him away. “I’m going to have to get used to this, so stop helping me,” he grumbled. Lindy followed the two of them as they took their places in a rapidly forming line. A couple of men were still too weak to get off their bunks and others had to go back and retrieve them, holding them up in the queue, before the two delivery men would begin serving.

As the line progressed, each man was handed a bowl by the underling, while the boss ladled out portions of thin gruel. Into each bowl of the gruel he carefully placed a small brick of sustenance. The cleaner men amongst the rabble, who must have had better jobs than working in the mines and who also, much to O’Keefe’s aggravation, had the status to break into the front of the line, were handed small paper bags as well, apparently containing extra rations.

When O’Keefe received his metalware, it was readily apparent that it had been used at least once since the last time it had been washed, if it had ever been washed. The smallish man handed him the bowl, and made a mark on a notepad he held as he did so. The gruel ladled into the bowl was tepid and nearly tasteless, but it was filling to a degree and as O’Keefe was utterly famished he drained the bowl in seconds. The brick, on the other hand, was a fibrous and bland block of chewiness, and took a bit longer to devour, but devour it he did. The other men ate with similar enthusiasm.

Nevertheless, it was not long before the leader of the two-man crew became impatient. “Okay men, eat up,” he barked. “We don’t have all night. Let’s down the food and turn in the bowls. Come on, hurry up!” O’Keefe, with Lindy and Steenini trailing him, walked over to the underling and handed him back the bowl. He could see that, on his notepad, the man had started another set of marks below the first. He was going to great pains to be sure that no bowls were left behind. O’Keefe idly wondered what would happen to the drudge should he return to the kitchen with one less bowl than he had left with. He would probably be breaking rocks again in the morning, O’Keefe thought, that is if he lived to see the morning.

O’Keefe waited for his two friends to turn in their bowls, then all three of them returned to the bunks. “Well, Bart,” he said, “I think I’ll lay claim to this bed right above you. That way if the bottom falls out at least you’ll wind up in bed with someone you know.” He retrieved his bundle of clothing from the floor where he had dropped it and tossed it onto the mattress. “How about you, Willet?” he asked.

“I like this one right here,” the man said, patting the stiff mattress directly across from Steenini. “Not that it makes much difference. There seems to be very little disparity between one and any other. They all look to be equally uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right there,” O’Keefe said. “So what happens now, Bart? Do we lie around all night and tell ghost stories, or what?”

“That’d be nice, mate,” Steenini said wistfully. “But unfortunately not. As soon as the servers finish their rounds and everyone gets fed, its lights out.” He looked up, briefly scanning the long lines of fluorescents that were bolted to the ceiling and cast stark, bright light over the whole of the barracks. “By the way, if you need to use the toilet, and you’re not shy, I’d go for the bucket now. It gets busy over there right after the lights go down. And once it is dark, don’t go anywhere but to the latrine. The hallways are dimmer at night, but there is still some light out there and the guards still patrol, along with the dogs. If one is caught outside the barracks at night it means death—sometimes immediate, and sometimes in the arena. Just try to get as much sleep as you can, because you’ll need it tomorrow. About ten hours after lights out the morning officially starts and a few minutes later the guards will be here to collect us. After that it will be over twelve hours of work with only two breaks for meals.

“The way to survive is to work steadily, but at a pace just fast enough to keep the guards satisfied. I can’t describe exactly how fast a pace that is, because it will change depending on which of the beasties are watching over us. Yes,” he mused, in answer to the unspoken question, “as hard as it is to believe the guards do have personalities. Some of them are more sadistic than others. But none of them are sparing of the whip, so you’ll get an idea of the least they will demand pretty quickly. Once you do, do no more work than you can get away with. But never stop working, and obey every order promptly, or they will tear your back to shreds, and medical care is hard to come by here.”

Steenini droned on, going over every detail of what they might expect on the morrow. O’Keefe politely pretended to listen, but his mind was elsewhere. The problems they faced seemed insurmountable. They did have a great advantage in numbers, but even were it possible to rally the prisoners to unified action without traitors within learning of the plot, their opponents’ advantage in technology was daunting, to say the least. Any overt conflict would be like Spartan phalanxes attacking a modern tank platoon; courage and numbers wouldn’t count for much.

Even a strategy of going after the Vazilek command and control seemed outrageously reckless. There was only one person with any power here, and she seemed impossible to get to. Still there had to be something, some exploitable flaw buried somewhere in Elorak’s myriad security measures. It might take some time, but O’Keefe was certain that in the end he would find it.

Shortly, more men, cleaner and in better condition than anyone O’Keefe had yet seen, besides Elorak’s lackeys, began to filter into the barracks. He guessed that they were the ones with the softest jobs, probably kitchen help, a notion that Steenini confirmed. They seemed standoffish though, speaking to no one outside their group, most of them bunking down together in the far corner of the barracks. O’Keefe quickly decided that he did not trust any of them. Shortly thereafter the lights flickered out.

O’Keefe lay in his bunk, eyes wide open, and was surprised to find that after a short period of adjustment he could see quite well. Although the barracks itself was left completely unlit, enough illumination filtered in from the corridor for him to see most everything in the chamber, if only in silhouette. Steenini had been correct in his assertion that after lights out there would be a steady stream of men to the latrine. Their bodily noises and later the rumbling of the guards in the corridor as they periodically clanked slowly past the open doorway kept O’Keefe awake for hours into the artificial night. He was only aware that he had slept at all because he could remember dreaming. He had dreamt of lazy nights on Sefforia with all the food he could eat and a pitcher of icy cold emerdal within easy reach. Yet despite the dreams, when the lights flickered on it still seemed as if he had been awake every moment since he had stretched out on his bunk.

Some of the men, mostly those who had been the last to arrive back at the barracks and had jobs they were afraid to lose, were up and out the door almost immediately, and at a quick trot. The rest lolled about in their bunks until a few minutes later, when several of the dogs entered the chamber accompanied by the roar of diesels outside. The dogs barked loudly, and the men began to roll out of bed, pulling on their boots and slowly lacing them up. Those who did not rise were wrenched rudely out of their bunks by the iron grip of canine jaws wrapped around their arms. A few were even dumped to the floor from top row beds by dogs that stood on their hind legs and balanced their forepaws against the framework of the bunks, enabling them to reach almost to the ceiling. All the slackers were roundly chastened by their comrades who had been forced to dive pell mell into whatever spaces availed themselves, often on top of one another, in order to avoid the canines barging into the narrow aisles between the bunk rows.

When everyone was dressed, the dogs herded them into the corridor, barking fiercely enough to spray droplets of saliva from their chops while they ranged to and fro around the men, snapping and snarling at even the slightest hesitancy or lack of cooperation. A few men who strayed slightly were nipped by the hounds and, although very little blood was spilt, the experience of enormous jaws snapping shut over even the most insignificant amount of flesh was enough to send the offenders dancing forward as deep into the crowd of fellow inmates as they could manage. Once outside, O’Keefe found the group to be cornered between two lizard tanks. The front one rolled away down the corridor while the rear one pushed forward, brandishing its whip and cracking it menacingly over the heads of the men, forcing them to follow the lead guard. Soon the men were moving at a slow jog between the two lizards while the dogs flanked the group on either side. The men trotted for something on the order of ten minutes, through several turns and intersections, until finally the corridor widened dramatically and they began to move downward, farther into the bowels of Ashawzut, trotting through numerous, slowly arcing switchbacks until they reached the end of the passageway.

There, before a wall of solid rock, sat a massive tunneling machine. It was roughly the same shape as a diesel locomotive but was more than twice the size. It rested on wide treads and mounted enormous, rotating drill heads around its anterior face. An inverted shield covered the drill heads from the back side, channeling the rubble it dug out into chutes which in turn dumped the broken rock out onto conveyors that ran down the machine’s length and emptied behind it. Thick metal shafts sprouted from the tunneler, their bases anchored in grooves that ran the length of the machine and their tips embedded deeply into the surrounding rock above and to the sides, their function apparently to keep the rotational torque of the drills from toppling the machine to one side and yet still allowing it to move forward into the rock face.

Even as the men and their guards trouped down the passageway toward it, the machine began to whine and the drill heads began to turn. In thirty seconds the whine turned to a roar as the heads spun up to full speed. Then, unbidden by anyone or anything that O’Keefe could see, it moved slowly forward on its treads, and began to dig into the rock, spewing fragments ranging from igneous slivers all the way to ragged, hundred pound chunks of stone from the back of its belts. The noise it created was colossal, and caused the dogs to quickly retreat back up the corridor. It was an earsplitting explosion of cleaving rock and grinding metal amidst the roar of a steady stream of debris flying through metal chutes, down conveyor belts, and tumbling out over the stone floor.

O’Keefe was thankful for the warning he and Lindy had received from Steenini. At his bidding both of them had fashioned crude ear plugs from bits of straw and fabric taken from the mattresses of empty beds. But even with that modicum of protection, the din was very nearly physically painful. Fortunately the machine did not operate for long periods. It chewed through the rock much more quickly than its human servants could be expected to clear away the debris.

As the borer did its work O’Keefe turned to see a small, unmanned electric locomotive arrive towing a long line of wheeled, open topped hopper cars with another, identical locomotive attached at the rear. The cars contained only shovels and sledge hammers. The men were ordered to grab up the tools and soon all of them were hard at work either breaking up the rubble or shoveling it into the waiting mine train. O’Keefe worked steadily, but as instructed by Steenini, as slowly as he dared.

His mouth quickly became dry and dusty, and his arms burned from exertion. The work was brutal, and it went on without pause. Even as the last car was filled and the little locomotive at the rear of the line pulled the train away, another train of empty cars rolled into view and took its place. The computer minds of Ashawzut’s machine workers were exceptionally good at keeping the men at their grind, and there was never a time that their labor was interrupted by slovenly planning or human carelessness. There were always empty cars to be filled and always piles of rock to fill them with.

After about two hours of punishing labor, the men were finally given a break. Several kitchen workers arrived pushing two carts. One was filled with brownish, tainted water, served to the men in bowls like the ones used for dinner the previous evening, while the other was piled high with sandwiches, or something on that order. The word sandwich was a rather generous description of the fare availed to the men, but O’Keefe could think of nothing else to call what they received. The victuals consisted of two pieces of hard, black bread-like slices of blandness with a meager portion of cold, vaguely vegetable tasting paste smeared between them. The paste had the consistency of hardening papier-mache. It was a barely edible, somewhat sickening meal, but O’Keefe wolfed it down eagerly. It was clear he would need all the nourishment he could get if he was to survive.

Lindy ate more slowly, carefully chewing every bite as if trying to make the meal last as long as possible. Steenini was quick to admonish him. “Eat as fast as you can, Willet,” he warned. “When the guards say it is time to go back to work, they mean it, and they mean without food. And they will always order us back to work before everyone is finished, if only to add slightly to our torment.” Lindy nodded and shoved as much of the sandwich into his mouth as he could in one bite. In less than a minute his food was gone.

Only moments afterward the gravelly voice of a guard rose over the murmuring of the men. “Meal over,” it growled. “Work now.” All of the more experienced men along with Lindy and O’Keefe were up and moving immediately, picking up their hammers and shovels and heading back to the piles of rubble. Some of the new inmates were slower, and one tried to take part of a sandwich back by the food cart without returning it.

“Leave food,” a guard snarled impatiently. The man balked for a moment, long enough for a whip to tear one side of his tank top nearly in half and leave a bloody laceration across his back. He screamed and dropped the food he held, letting it fall to the floor. That affront served only to infuriate the guard, and it whipped the prisoner mercilessly until the man was able to dash by the creature and out of reach. Others who had been lined up behind the unfortunate wretch used the diversion to try and stuff the last bits of their own food down their throats before they reached the food cart, acts of defiance which resulted in more scourgings from both guards.

The bloodletting drove the lizards into a frenzy. They both roared incoherently from their abrasive vocal cords and flailed away at anyone within reach, even those innocent of trying to sneak an extra bite, intent on making sure that none of the offenders slipped by unpunished. When at last all the men were back at the pile of rubble and at work, the guards slowly calmed before throwing back their heads and sharing a gruesome, reptilian guffaw. One brandished a harpoon toward the group. “Work little men,” it said ominously. “I want not spear dirty with blood. Your blood!” The two laughed heartily again, revving their engines as if threatening the men still further.

Behind them the kitchen help retreated a short way up the corridor to set out several large, clean bowls filled with steaming stew beef for the dogs. The canines trotted down the passageway to where the bowls had been placed and were soon carelessly pulling large chucks of gravy covered beef from them and gulping them down in full view of the prisoners. Even through the diesel fumes, the aroma was enough to make O’Keefe salivate. Resentment surged through his body, clenching his muscles and locking his jaw until his teeth ground together audibly in his head.

But despite his envy over the treatment the dogs received, he reserved most of his ire for the guards. His enmity for the reptiles had grown by leaps and bounds just in the few hours since the men had been rousted from their beds. The one desire burning hotly in his mind was to attack the nearest lizard, and to separate its head from its long scaly neck using nothing more than his shovel. He imagined the beast squealing in pain, writhing in its death throes. But he forced the fantasy from his mind, instead channeling his anger into scooping more rubble from the pile of broken rocks before him.

Deal with it, he told himself as he hocked phlegm and spat a muddy gob of it to the floor; the dirty spittle an unpleasant side effect of constantly breathing the dusty air around the robot tunneler. You’ve got to have patience if you are to survive, he told himself. Don’t let your emotions be your undoing.

Behind him the dogs were just finishing their succulent repast, and not a moment too soon. The mighty drill heads of the tunneler were already whining, beginning their run-up to operating speed. The dogs again retreated farther up the corridor before the noise reached debilitating levels.

And so the day progressed. For several hours O’Keefe maintained a steady rhythm; scoop, carry, toss, return; scoop, carry, toss, return. When he felt as if he would soon not be able to go on, not be able to walk another step nor scoop another shovel-full from the rocky pile that never seemed to shrink; when his shovel felt like it weighed a hundred pounds and his boots were like anvils tied to his feet; the men were finally given time to rest as the kitchen help returned, bringing with them fare as tasteless as what they had served on their first visit of the day. This time it was a small portion of brown chunks, nourishment of indeterminate origin, which clogged the throats of the men as they greedily shoved the substance into their mouths. O’Keefe took the malodorous water that the food carts had also provided and poured some of it past his lips, mixing enough of it with the desiccated blocks of vile sustenance to enable him to swallow. When he had at last ingested the mixture he turned to Steenini. “When do the guards eat?” he asked.

The Akadean struggled to swallow before he could reply. “They don’t,” he managed to say, nearly choking. “Their teeth are just for show, just for intimidation. They have on-board nutrient tanks to provide nourishment. I understand they are filled at the fuel depot.”

“Good,” said O’Keefe. “At least we won’t have to watch the bastards be served up steak while we eat this crap. Those dogs really got to me this morning.”

“Yeah? Well, get over it, mate. They serve Elorak, and for their loyalty they are rewarded with better food. As I have tried to impress upon you, that is how things work here. The dogs are no different from her favorites,” Steenini said harshly. “Dwelling on it will only unhinge your mind. I’ve seen men killed for making a move toward the dogs’ rations.”

O’Keefe grunted nonspecifically in reply but knew that his friend was right. Things were as they were, and he needed to accept it—at least for the time being. It was abundantly clear that before they got out of Ashawzut, there would be a great many more indignities, probably much worse ones, to endure.

Soon they were ordered back to work. The remaining hours dragged by as if the day was eternal. Scoop, carry, toss, return. Scoop, carry, toss, return. Over and over, O’Keefe and the rest of the men performed their mind-numbing and body-wasting motions until some could simply do no more. Only the threat of the whips kept most of them in motion. But others, men too far gone physically, began to collapse one by one. The more fortunate were pulled erect by companions, the others either scrambled upright immediately upon the approach of a guard or were lashed by one of the lizards until the pain pushed them to resume their labors.

Finally one man could not find the will to continue. He was set on his feet three times by nearby comrades, and each time he crumpled into a heap when they released him. After the third collapse, the helping hands of his peers were dispersed by the flailings of the guards and the fallen man’s skin was systematically ripped from his back, to no effect. He simply had not the strength left to rise from the floor. A harpoon pierced him. The lizard that had thrown it reeled the man in, then shook his body off the end of the spear and on to the top of one of the rock filled hopper cars. O’Keefe guessed that the man’s corpse would be dumped on the surface of Ashawzut with the other refuse, to be eventually buried by garbage and the scoria left over from the refining processes. His body would become that of just one more anonymous man, buried in the detritus of a dead planet, with no marker or remembrance among the living that he had ever existed at all. That thought leached endurance into O’Keefe’s weary arms as he prayed in earnest for the strength to carry on. Miraculously his entreaties were answered. Whether it was divine assistance or just a second wind, he couldn’t say, but somehow his body reached equilibrium. He was near exhaustion to be sure, but despite the duress his strength eroded no further and the shovel became no heavier.

At last the boring machine shut down for the day. The guards continued to bellow orders and abuse the men, who in turn continued to break and shovel rock until the tunnel was free of debris. When the last of it was tossed into the mine train, they were instructed to throw their tools in as well and the train rolled away, up the tunnel and out of sight.

The men were then marched back to their quarters. Only this time it was uphill, and their strength was depleted. Along the way another Akadean, too spent to keep the pace, was brutally killed by the guards. Back in the barracks the near catatonic rock breakers were fed the same slop they had received the night before, and then all collapsed into their bunks.

As O’Keefe and Lindy lay despondently limp atop their mattresses, Steenini was kind enough to explain to them both that it had been an easy day to merely shovel behind the boring machine. They had not been forced to swing picks or drive wedges. But he assured them that type of work would come soon enough. Some of the smaller passages, such as the ventilation shafts used to whisk away the omnipresent fumes produced by the guards, were dug by hand.

When the lights went down, the occasional rumble of a guard patrolling the passageway was not nearly enough to keep O’Keefe from sleep. His body craved it and could not find it fast enough, as it desperately needed rest to try and undo the damage wreaked upon it during the day. He slept the sleep of the dead, and morning came much too soon.

The next day began, passed, and ended as had the day before, and as would the days ahead. That was the men’s routine, day after day after mindnumbing, back-breaking day. Some days were spent in the mines, others passed as the men tunneled with hand tools in a new air-handling shaft. Still others were spent swinging picks to hollow out more barracks for the ever increasing numbers of men that were being funneled into Ashawzut. But it was all variations on the same theme. Their lives revolved around the breaking, hewing, and carrying of the rock that had become their prison.

And then one day it all stopped. In the middle of the afternoon work shift, the lizards suddenly ordered the men to throw down the picks they were using and marched them away through the corridors. Whispered rumors flew between the men, but the more experienced of them, including Steenini, assured the rest that they were headed for the arena. O’Keefe had heard Steenini mention the place many times, but he had never elaborated on it, telling O’Keefe and Lindy only that it was a place for ghastly public punishments.

They were marched slowly through the corridors as the guards were in no apparent hurry to get to whatever specific point it was that they were headed for. As the men bunched up between the slowly moving armored hulls of the lizards, O’Keefe leaned over and spoke loudly into Steenini’s ear lest the diesels drown him out. “What’s with the walk, Bart? The guards have made us double time it everywhere we have been ever since we got here, and now all of a sudden this is a leisurely stroll. Please tell me there is nothing ominous about this.”

“Not for us mate,” Steenini said distantly, wheezing a bit in the thick exhaust that filled the air. “But it is for some poor bastard. Maybe more than one. It’s policy that we witness it, and it takes a lot of time to get us all into the arena. Even at this pace we’ll probably have to wait in line when we get there.”

Steenini was correct, as always. It wasn’t long before they came up behind another group of men similarly guarded by lizards, and their pace slowed even further until they were shuffling ahead for a few steps, stopping for a moment, and then moving ahead a few more feet. At length they reached an intersection where both the right and left sides of the corridor that crossed their path were blocked by lizard tanks. The guard leading them turned left at the intersection and pivoted on its treads to face outward, while the guard it replaced clanked away in reverse down the passageway. When O’Keefe came abreast of the guards, he peered as best he could around them and could see that on either side the corridor curved away forward in a way that looked like it would have led the men in a great circle had they been allowed to follow it in either direction. But instead the guards, with help from several dogs, herded the men straight ahead. When the guard bringing up the rear reached the intersection, it turned into the right passage, relieving the second lizard, which roared away in the opposite direction that its comrade had gone. The men continued to move slowly and steadily forward.

O’Keefe could see a gated opening ahead and brighter light beyond. When he reached the gate he stepped forward into a gargantuan, bowl shaped, underground stadium. The cavernous arena consisted of a walled, circular floor surrounded by three tiers cut from the stone for spectators, all beneath a great domed ceiling that bristled with glaring, incandescent lights. Each of the three decks were partitioned into sections like any other stadium, but here the sections were separated by thick, chest-high walls and were completely enclosed by heavy gauge chain link fencing, and there were no seats. Steep, curving steps, that spanned the entirety of the section and gave O’Keefe an unsteady, queasy feeling as he looked down over them, were cut into the native rock that formed the stadium. The men carefully stepped down over the rows until the front ones were filled. O’Keefe, with Lindy and Steenini close behind, found a spot about half way down. The dogs continued to drive men past the gate until everyone was packed in tightly enough to be touching, shoulder to shoulder, on every step from the front row to the back. When no more bodies could be crammed inside, a heavy, iron-framed gate clanged shut behind them. Looking back over his shoulder, O’Keefe could see a dog standing guard on the other side of their only exit.

The stands were filling quickly. O’Keefe glanced about from his vantage point. He and his friends were standing in a section of the second level, and he could see men still filing into the arena from nearly a third of the entrances. There was the noise of gates banging shut and locking in place close around them as sections on their side of the bowl were filled. In a short time only the third and uppermost deck had any significant empty space left in it. A steady murmuring of the crowd filled the air.

“There must be fifty thousand of us in here,” Lindy said, obviously awed by the sight.

Steenini, standing between Lindy and O’Keefe, suddenly spoke up. “No one misses punishment,” he said dryly.

“No one at all?” asked O’Keefe, intrigued by that fact.

“No one,” repeated Steenini.

Lindy swallowed and frowned, looking a bit distraught. “Who is to be punished?” he asked.

“Who knows,” Steenini said resignedly. “It could be anyone. Your worship Mada Elorak thinks it is good for discipline for us to observe this barbaric spectacle on a regular basis. Sometimes she roams the colony merely for the purpose of finding a victim to set an example with—a replay of our first day here. It is her aim to routinely reinforce the notion that any defiance of or challenge to Vazilek superiority is useless and will not be tolerated. And apparently she is not alone in this intention. Witnessing punishment seems to be standard operating procedure for all Vazilek facilities.”

“You mean to say that it is like this even on the outside, that this shit goes on even after you’ve impressed them enough to make it out of the colony?” O’Keefe asked. “I would have thought they would lighten up once they had you cowed and brainwashed enough to serve them.”

“It is always like this with them, mate,” replied Steenini, a venomous acerbity that betrayed the antipathy he felt toward their captors creeping into his tone. “The Vazileks are few and their thralls are many. They rule only through terror and absolute subjugation. They will brook not the slightest insubordination, no matter how trifling, at any time or any place from any person. They are utterly ruthless.”

“Good!” O’Keefe said with finality.

“Good?” echoed Steenini, looking at O’Keefe with a mixture of confusion and repugnance.

“Yes. Very good. Once we get out of here we are going to need an…” Of course there was no Akadean word for army. “We’re going to need allies. The worse the people are treated the easier it will be to recruit them.”

Steenini rolled his eyes slightly, in response to what he had recently begun to call O’Keefe’s “infernal optimism,” but said nothing. A moment later he pointed down at the arena floor. “There,” he said, “it begins.”

O’Keefe looked below and could see that there was one section of the first tier that was not filled to overflowing with humanity, nor was it angled upward from the wall that surrounded the floor. It was instead a flat square cut into the side of the stadium at the height of the wall, which stretched back into the shadows beneath the second deck. A broad staircase reached from its front down to the floor. From somewhere outside, a large pack of dogs now loped out across that square, positioning themselves at regular intervals around its edges. They were followed by a group of lizard guards that formed a semi-circle across the square, facing the arena floor, which stretched from the left front corner, to the midpoint at the center, and then back to the right front corner. Then Elorak herself appeared in an enormous litter, borne by a dozen men. It slowly emerged from beneath the overhang of the second level with her assault robot, as always, following just behind it.

The litter was ornately fashioned and appeared to be completely plated with gold and encrusted with sparkling gems, though O’Keefe would have bet it was all imitation. The Vazileks appeared to lead a Spartan lifestyle to the point of being penurious. It would have been very unlike the bastards to spend any more than they deemed essential on a place like Ashawzut, and he did not think the litter was Elorak’s personal property. A jailer assigned to some backwater prison would never command the type of salary that would be necessary to afford that kind of accouterment.

Atop the litter Elorak sat reclining in a golden chaise with high sides, which looked to have been purposefully constructed in that manner to keep her shielded and therefore slippery posterior from sliding off the seat. The semi-circle of guards parted, allowing Elorak to be carried through it, and then reformed behind her. Her bearers gently laid the litter at the front of the open platform, where the goddess of Ashawzut would have the best view. They then scampered back toward the guards, each prostrating himself before one while in turn the lizards drew harpoons and held their spear points against the spines of the prisoners lying before them.

On the opposite side of the arena, a large section of the wall fronting the first tier of stands opened outward. From it issued dozens more of the lizard machines, throwing up clouds of dust from the arena floor. They continued to grind forward out of the opening and place themselves at regular intervals around the wall until the arena was completely ringed by reptile tanks facing outward toward the center. After them came the dogs, hundreds of them. They too poured forth until there were enough of them to form a second inward facing circle around the floor, just inside the ring of guards. There were so many of them that O’Keefe glanced back at the gate behind them, just to see if the dog on guard there was still present. It was.

“Good Lord,” he breathed in English, “there must be over a thousand of those monsters.” He bent closer to Steenini’s ear, and reverted to Akadean. “Are all the dogs required to be here as well, or are there even more of them running around the colony?”

Steenini shrugged. “Who can say? As no one is allowed to miss punishment, there is never anyone outside to see. It would be my guess, however, that there are many more of them prowling about the complex in our absence, if only to make certain that there are no malingering prisoners wandering about where they might create a little mischief.”

The last syllable had just rolled off his tongue when the guards’ diesels all shut down and the amplified and baleful voice of Mada Elorak reverberated throughout the arena. “For those of you who do not yet know, you have been brought here to witness punishment. The Dominion wishes those who serve us to know the price of disobedience. Observe carefully, and learn what awaits those who would betray us. Bring forth the condemned!”

With that, two lizards rolled out of the open doorway opposite Elorak. They each held one end of a rope, a rope that was wrapped around the chest of a man whom they pulled along between them. He was barefoot and stripped down to what looked like a diaper-like article of clothing fastened tightly around his waist. His ankles were shackled and his hands tied at the wrists behind his back. He stumbled along between the guards as best he could, but after moving only a short distance from the entry he tripped over his ankle chains and fell. He briefly tried to regain his feet, but the beasts that pulled him were moving much too fast, and after several futile attempts he gave up the effort and allowed himself to dragged over the floor until the guards came to a halt at the base of the staircase before Elorak.

She dismounted her litter and walked slowly down the stairs, her ever present assault bot following closely behind, until she was standing over the prisoner. “This man,” she said, kicking him, “was given the privilege of working in our kitchens, rather than in the mines like most of the rest of you. He repaid my benevolence with treachery, stealing food for himself that was meant for my faithful canines. This will not be tolerated. For this offense, he will hang.”

The man tried to gather himself, to rise to his knees. He appeared to be pleading for his life, although from O’Keefe’s vantage point his voice could not be heard. Whatever he said, it had no effect on Elorak. She simply kicked him again, this time more forcefully, and turned to walk a short distance away.

A rope knotted into a noose fell from somewhere high in the catwalks that crisscrossed the roof of the arena. O’Keefe was unable to see exactly where it had come from as the catwalks were all high above the lights, which blinded the crowd to nearly all of what went on there. But whoever had dropped the killing rope had obviously measured its length precisely as it swung slowly back and forth at about chest level, a few yards to the left of where the prisoner knelt.

The two guards fired up their engines and dragged the condemned man to the noose. There one of them pulled a long dagger from a sheath at the front of its hull and sliced through the rope that had been tied around the man’s chest. Otherwise, he remained bound. They placed the noose around his neck, tightened it, and the man was abruptly hauled roughly into the air. Blood dripped from open wounds that stretched from his knees to his toes. He writhed at the end of the rope, twisting and gasping until his face was a grotesque mask of crimson. O’Keefe could see now why the man had been dressed in a diaper; the stains appearing on it attesting to his soiling himself as he quickly neared his death.

Elorak approached the spot where the dying man hung. She pulled her knife from her boot, walked around behind the man, and severed the ropes that bound his wrists. His arms immediately began to flail about above his head, searching for the rope, desperately trying to reduce its pressure around his neck. Elorak made a cutting gesture; a slash of one of her thumbs across her throat; and immediately the rope slackened and the prisoner fell in a tortured heap at her feet.

She made another movement to her throat, and her shielding dematerialized. Standing naked over the wheezing man who was still choking for breath, she spat on him, and then reactivated her shield. “You worthless filth,” she said, her voice booming out once again through the sound system of the arena. “How dare you steal from the Dominion? I should have let you dangle from the rope until your life was leeched away. But because the Dominion is not completely without mercy, I shall give you one chance to redeem yourself.” As she spoke the shackles popped open and fell from around the prisoner’s ankles. “You will fight my guards for your life. If you fight well, I may allow you to return to your former duties breaking rocks. If you fight poorly, you will die.” She turned to one of the guards, and snatched a whip from an unlocked fender box. She tossed it at the man, its hard and heavy handle striking him in the face. “The contest begins now,” she said, and stalked away, up the stairs and back to her litter while the inmate grabbed the whip in his right hand and forced himself, unsteadily, to stand.

As soon as Elorak was seated, the two attendant lizards started their diesels once more, produced their own scourges, and moved forward toward the faltering and stumbling prisoner. One expertly wrapped its whip around the man’s arm and yanked him off his feet, dragging him to the center of the arena before releasing him. The prisoner lurched once again to his feet, clumsily wielding his lash, and made pitiful attempts to crack it in the guards’ direction. But disoriented, weak, and obviously unskilled with the weapon, he merely flailed helplessly away with no effect.

The lizards suffered from no such disadvantages. They wheeled about the man faster than would have seemed possible for beings mounted into large and cumbersome vehicles; moving from side to side, pivoting, roaring closer and then farther away, all the while adeptly employing their own lashes. Every few seconds a bloody new welt appeared on the doomed Akadean, each one ripping a pain infused yelp from the flagellated man’s throat.

It was over in minutes as he simply collapsed; face forward, to the ground. The lizards lowered their whips and backed away as Elorak again descended the stairs and strode out onto the floor. Approaching the fallen prisoner, she used the tip of her boot to roll him over onto his back.

She stared down at him pitilessly. “That was not a very good fight,” she said with mock sympathy. “I’m afraid it’s impossible to let you live after such a dismal showing.” Pulling her blaster from the side of her boot as she retreated a step, she casually leveled it at the prone inmate. He looked up at the Vazilek woman and mouthed something to her, but whether he found the strength to speak audibly O’Keefe again could not say. If he did, again it did not help him, for a second later Elorak blew him into pulp. She returned the gun to the side of her boot and climbed back to her seat. Her bearers scampered back out across the platform, hoisted her litter carefully up to their shoulders, and carried her back beneath the stands. Then the dogs and next the lizards began to vacate the arena. When the noise of the diesels faded away, the only sounds that remained were the echoing heaves of what must have been hundreds of Akadeans simultaneously retching from the scene they had just witnessed.

Several minutes later the dog standing guard outside O’Keefe’s section of the arena lifted a paw and pushed down the lever that unlatched the gate. It swung open and the dazed and sickened men began to slowly file out. They were met by guards in the passageway. The half mechanical beasts escorted them back to work, where they picked and chiseled through the rest of the day with horror etched upon their brains.
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Later, after lights out, when he was sure everyone in the barracks was sleeping, O’Keefe hopped out of his bunk, shook Lindy and Steenini awake, and then sat crossed legged on the floor between them while they leaned their ears in closer to his lips.

“Hey,” he whispered in a voice so low that only his friends could hear over the low rumble of patrolling reptiles, the snores of the other inmates, and the rasping of tossing and turning bodies atop straw mattresses. “You guys weren’t asleep already were you?”

Steenini turned his head to O’Keefe and mumbled, “I thought I was, but I may have been mistaken.”

Lindy propped himself up on an elbow. “What is it?” he asked.

“I know how we’re going to do it,” O’Keefe said.

“Do what?” asked Lindy.

“Get our asses of here, that’s what. The arena, that’s the key. Did you watch Elorak today? She dropped her shielding for a moment in the arena, to spit on that poor sonofabitch. That’s when she’s vulnerable. If I can get out there in the arena with her, I’ll blow her ass away.”

“And just how would you do that?” Steenini asked skeptically.

“Remember when we first got here, when I pushed on ahead of you and said I had to stash something. It was a weapon. I put it in a crack in the wall of the entry tunnel from the dock. I know exactly where it is; I memorized the shape of the crevice. All I have to do is get back there to get it. Once I do that, it appears that one doesn’t have to try very hard to find himself in the arena. Then when she gets close to me and drops her shield—bang!—she’s dead.”

O’Keefe could sense Steenini regarding him in the darkness, looking at him as if he were a madman. “What if she doesn’t drop her shielding?” he asked. “What then? You know, it’s not like she does that at every punishment.”

“It’ll still work,” O’Keefe said excitedly. “The vortex, the vortex in front of her shield generator that you told us about. Remember? You said a man swinging a pick hard enough, directly into that vortex, could bring down the shield. Well that’s exactly what I’ll do. I’ll put a bullet,” he said, using the Akadean word for “projectile,” “right in the middle of that emblem and blow her away like lint. As close as she got to that guy today, I know I could make that shot. With my arms out, the muzzle would be damn near inside the vortex. There’s no way I could miss.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something? What about her assault robot?” It was Lindy, his dubious tone of voice indicating clearly that he shared Steenini’s opinion of O’Keefe’s intentions.

“What about it? I’ll have three shots. That’s how many projectiles I have left. I take out Elorak with the first, and then bring down the robot with the other two.”

“You plan to take out a Vazilek assault bot with two tiny projectiles?” O’Keefe could tell Lindy did not believe it possible.

“Willet, a forty-five is a big piece. It packs a wallop, especially at the ranges we’re talking about here. With two shots, I’ll take that fucker down, trust me.”

“All right, mate,” Steenini interjected. “Suppose all this works out as you say it will. When it’s over, you’ll still be alone out on the arena floor, surrounded by damn near a hundred guards and who knows how many dogs. Everyone else will be locked in the cages. What do you propose to do then?”

O’Keefe chuckled. “None of them know anything about a Colt. I might have a thousand rounds left for all they’ll know. And after they see what I’ve done to Elorak and her protector, they’ll hesitate. I seriously doubt that any of them wants to be the first to die. And when they hesitate, I’ll start negotiating. You said it yourself, Bart, they’re all dependent on Elorak for food and, in the lizards’ case, fuel. Without her they get neither. So I just convince them that if they let everyone out of the cages and play nice, we’ll arrange to get them what they need to stay alive.”

“As simple as that, huh?” Steenini deadpanned.

“Yeah, as simple as that.”

“Hill, I’m sorry, but you’re crazy. That will never work. Look, mate, I find it highly doubtful that the sequence of events will unfold as you say it will. And even if it does, this weapon of yours, how are you going to get back to the dock to retrieve it? I’m not sure any of us can even find the hangar area from here, but I am sure that it’s a long way and there will be plenty of beasties and dogs between here and there. And even if you find a way to be assigned there during the day, the guards and the dogs are going to be watching you every second. How are you going to get to this weapon without them seeing you? And if somehow you manage to do that, how are you going to get it into the arena? You saw how the man was dressed today. They put him in a breechclout. That’s not a one-time thing either; that is how they dress everyone for punishment. How do you think you are going to conceal this weapon from them while they are putting you in what amounts to little more than a diaper? You’ve seen the security measures they employed upon our arrival. They run everyone through a scanner and cavity search those they have any doubts about. I don’t know what they do to men before they go into the arena, but considering how close those men get to Elorak, you can bet they will be at least as careful with a condemned man as they are with just a simple, garden variety, neophyte internee. Have you thought about any of these things?”

“Hey,” O’Keefe said defensively, “I didn’t say I had it all worked out. That’s why I brought the whole thing up, to get input from you guys, to start working out the details. But the point is that we have a workable plan now. We know when Elorak is unprotected. All we have to do is figure out a way to get me and the weapon into the arena, and we can get out of here. I think that is at least worth considering, don’t you?”

Lindy stared at him slack jawed for a moment before finally speaking. “I was beginning to think, after getting to know you better, that what I had always been taught about aberrants was all wrong, but it’s not. You Earthers are all mentally ill, you’re simply insane. Go back to bed.” Lindy rolled over with his back to O’Keefe and said no more.

O’Keefe turned to Steenini, who shrugged and rubbed his chin between a thumb and forefinger for a few seconds before shaking his head. “Hill, I don’t mean to throw unnecessary doubt on your intentions,” he said. “But I have to agree with Willet. Your plan is just a little daft, if you don’t mind me saying so. You’ll only get yourself killed and accomplish nothing.”

O’Keefe leaned back against the side of Lindy’s bunk and sighed heavily. “Fine,” he said gruffly, so flustered that he whispered more loudly than he should have. “You guys go ahead and give up. I don’t care. But there has to be a way to get out of here and I’m going to find it. Now I need to get my gun back first of all, so let’s try and think of a way to get into that tunnel and retrieve it. I think the both of you could at least agree to help me figure out that much. Just think about it.” With that he got to his feet and climbed back into his bunk.

As he lay there on his back, with eyes still wide open, a shadow cast from the dim light in the corridor passed over the back wall of the barracks. He rolled over and craned his neck to observe the door, but there was nothing to see though it save the rugged stone of the far wall of the passageway. But still he watched. Just as he was about to give up the vigil and roll back over, the great, gray head of one of the dogs emerged from the gloom of the corridor. Its alert eyes peered around the corner of the doorway and into the room, seeming to look directly at O’Keefe. He froze, fearing even to breathe, and after an eternity of about ten seconds the big snout disappeared back behind the edge of the stone. O’Keefe caught a glimpse of the end of the dog’s tail as it turned to walk away. Bart was right, he thought, there is something going on with those damn dogs. And whatever it is, I’d bet a week’s pay that it’s really bad news for us inmates.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE:

Colt .45

As the days continued to crawl past in an excruciating procession of debasement, hunger, hard labor, and dread, O’Keefe tried several more times to impress upon Lindy and Steenini that some variation of his proposal to kill Elorak in the arena was the only hope of escape from the daily horrors of Ashawzut. But despite their earlier avowals of readiness to attempt anything that might lead them to freedom, he continued to be met with indifference, particularly from Lindy. The man appeared convinced beyond any hope of conversion that O’Keefe was simply unbalanced. He wanted nothing to do with any strategy concerning a confrontation in the arena, and became steadily more morose and withdrawn.

Steenini, for his part, had promised to give some thought to how they might arrange for the prisoners to escape from their cages in the stands while O’Keefe made his move against Elorak. It was a concession of sorts, one that O’Keefe had agreed to in order to avoid the eventuality of his ending up alone on the arena floor, out of ammunition, and facing the combined might of Elorak’s forces. It was also a concession that he felt would never come to fruition. He could see no possibility of the prisoners breaking out of their cages with huge guard dogs waiting behind every gate. Try as he might, he could conceive of no way to arrange a diversion enticing enough lure them all away from their posts. But he had agreed to Steenini putting his prodigious mental capacity to work on the problem in the hope that it would ignite a little fire in the man, that it might punch a few holes in his lassitude where some enthusiasm might leak through. But that did not appear to be happening, for although Steenini had begun to voice tepid support for O’Keefe’s intentions, he hardly seemed like someone who was keen to proceed.

O’Keefe got the impression that Steenini’s half-hearted acquiescence to his urgings was more an effort to avoid being badgered than any real attempt to effect an escape. Both his friends seemed to be losing the will to resist in even the most fundamental ways, and O’Keefe feared they were beginning to accept that they would spend the rest of their lives in servitude.

In his darker moments, usually when he spent too much time dwelling on the obstacles in his path, O’Keefe also abandoned his hopes for freedom, surrendering to his fears. But each time he lost heart, he flayed his weakness with mental scourges, cursing his willingness to give in until somewhere deep within he found the strength to persist. Surrender was not an option. Surrender in Ashawzut meant not only the acceptance of the enslavement of one’s person, but also the acceptance of service to the Vazilek cause. The ultimate result of that acceptance would at best be a meaningless death; at worst it would mean a traitorous one. O’Keefe, as an outsider and a pariah among the Akadeans, had by no means any great allegiance to their civilization. But the individuals of that civilization that he had come to know, despite their sometimes maddening tendency toward condescension, were for the most part normal, decent people, and he by God had no intention of spending the time that remained to him helping miscreants such as the Vazileks to destroy them. Besides, Elorak just pissed him off in general. Just the thought of the murderous bitch was enough to set his blood to boiling.

There was also the reality that dying in Ashawzut simply wasn’t that much of a frightful prospect. Sudden death in the colony was more common than catching a cold, so it was never far from any of the inmate’s minds, and it had a certain attraction when compared to the alternatives, namely slavery and despair. Thus O’Keefe had come to fear the failure to implement his plan more than the near certainly of being killed while carrying it out. The faint hope that he was working toward a goal that might somehow succeed despite its many dangers and drawbacks was the only thing that kept him alive, the only thing that kept him swinging a pick or wielding a shovel. And he did not feel that scant hope to be misplaced. After all, he was still a Marine and Elorak was still merely a single Vazilek.

As long as his heart still beat, there was always a chance, however high the odds against him were, for victory, for a life that amounted to more than groveling and squirming toward an ignominious end at the hands of the sadistic degenerates who had captured him. O’Keefe clung to that sliver of hope, the hope that somehow he could climb the mountains that stood in his way. And even if his faith were misplaced, even if destiny had already decreed that he was to die a gruesome death in the arena for no good reason at all, it would still be a death well earned in battle against the guards, with his head up and his feet beneath him, not simply the impalement on a lizard’s harpoon as he lay whipped and dazed in the dust of an enemy’s mineshaft.

The first order of business was still the retrieval of the Colt, for O’Keefe could see no pathway to victory without the weapon. Everything hinged on his ability to reclaim it. But at present there was no way to get to the tunnel where it was hidden. It was essential that he elevate himself to a position higher than rock breaker if he expected to gain access to its hiding place. What he needed was a job that gave him an excuse to be out in the corridors during the day. To attain that end, he worked harder than anyone else, pushing himself to the limits of his endurance. He attacked his food during breaks, always being the first one ready to resume work. He sprang to any task the guards set for the men, never grumbling and trying mightily to keep any resentment from showing through in his expressions or his body language. It taxed him psychologically, but physically he was bigger, taller, and stronger than any of the Akadeans, so it was not terribly difficult for him to stand out among them. If the colony network really did monitor everything that happened around the guards, O’Keefe felt certain that it would in time notice his new found devotion to service. The Union Police Network had brought him High Commissioner Burkeer with no effort whatsoever on his part, so he reasoned that it wasn’t farfetched to believe the computerized surveillance of Ashawzut could also bring him Mada Elorak. All he had to do was work hard enough.

His efforts bore fruit more quickly than he had ever dreamed possible. Less than two weeks into his new regimen, as the men were once again working to load rubble from behind one of the boring machines, O’Keefe glanced back up the corridor to see a caravan approaching through the choking dust. It was Elorak, standing atop a wide, flat cart with balloon tires, followed by her retinue.

Waist-high railing encircled the woman, to which she clung tightly to keep her balance as the strange little vehicle moved swiftly down the passageway. Her entourage consisted of her assault bot, four guards, a halfdozen dogs, and a large contingent of her favorites bringing up the rear. As the goddess of Ashawzut neared the rock breakers, the borer shut down as if even it was intimidated by her presence. She pushed open one side of the railing around her at the moment her transport halted and stepped heavily to the ground.

At her approach all the prisoners fell to their knees, each trying to touch their foreheads to stone faster than their fellows, certain that she was there to find a victim fit for her public punishments. She stood over them, surveying the group, trying to heighten the tension she knew the men were feeling before she spoke.

“You know, it never ceases to amaze me how badly you vermin smell,” she said at last, disgust resonating in her voice. “The stench you produce is enough to sicken even a Vazilek, as hardened as we are to the toxicity of your existence. But fortunately I won’t have to remain in your presence for very long. It has come to my attention that one of your number is deserving of promotion.” She turned to face her assault bot. “Find him,” she commanded.

At once the robot left its accustomed post behind her head and floated slowly over the prisoners, a laser at its base scanning the tattoos on the men’s biceps. Shortly, it settled above O’Keefe and, for the first time, he heard it speak. “Target identified,” it stated in a monotone, robotic voice.

“You, and you,” Elorak said as she lightly kicked two of her minions who, like the prisoners, knelt with their foreheads to the floor in obeisance. “Bring him to me.”

The two men jumped to their feet, still panting from their run down the corridors, and high stepped over prone bodies until they reached where O’Keefe lay. The bootlickers, Akadean in stature anyway and further reduced by the rigors of Ashawzut, heaved mightily to lift the Earther by his arms. When it became clear that they would not be able to lift him to his full height without assistance he shook them off and stood on his own. Once erect he turned and followed them back to where Elorak stood. All three of the men banged knees to stone in unison and kowtowed before her.

“You,” she said, as O’Keefe cringed at the impact of her boot against the side of his face. “Stand up.” He did so, and as he did, he became uncomfortably aware that, despite the three inch heels she was perched upon, the top of Elorak’s head barely reached the level of his chin. He stared at the floor, trying his best to appear cowed and apprehensive.

“Look at me,” she commanded harshly, and he immediately obeyed. “You are not Akadean,” she pronounced. “You are much too tall. And your skin is light in pigment, not the ugly brown of these noxious, recreant pigs. And your eyes… Exactly what, pray tell, are you?”

She had moved close enough to his side that he could feel the hair on his arm standing on end due to the proximity of her shielding. He could also, for the first time, see her features through the smeary veil of her defenses. Her face, like the rest of her, was gaunt and pale. A high forehead and cheekbones, coupled with the cruel intensity that shone brightly through her pupils, gave the impression of someone possessed of a more than adequate intellect, while her sunken and almost cadaverously pallid cheeks angled toward her chin in such a way as to make her look nearly anorexic. But despite the leanness of her face her lips were full and her dark eyes large. She might have been almost attractive if her perpetual scowl had been replaced with a smile. But O’Keefe doubted that she ever smiled. He could envision an evil grin spread across her face, but nothing more.

“You are of course correct, your worship,” he said in a tone that was as subservient as he could muster. “I am from a planet called Earth.

There was a pause. Elorak’s eyelids fell shut, and she stood as if in a trance. But it lasted only a moment before her eyes snapped open and she spoke again.

“You are an Earther?” she asked skeptically. “I find that extremely hard to believe. Precisely how does an Earther come to be trapped in the midst of such human offal?”

“You know of my world, your worship?” O’Keefe asked, amazed.

“Of course I do! I am Vazilek! Now answer my question!”

“I was inadvertently caught in the crossfire between the Akadeans and your own forces, your worship. I was critically wounded. One of the Akadean pilots retrieved me from the surface of my world and took me to their ship, where I was healed. Perhaps if you were to study Vazilek action reports from a period some…”

“On your knees, Earther!” she screamed vituperatively, interrupting him, and reaching for her blaster. “You do not make suggestions to me as to what I might wish to study.” O’Keefe immediately dropped to the floor, pain shooting up his thighs as his knees hit the rubble that covered the corridor. Elorak pushed the business end of her weapon into the tip of his nose.

“I beg your forgiveness, your worship,” he said quickly and obsequiously. “I only meant to say that you are right to question my candor. I know I am out of place here, and that my story must seem fanciful to you. But I also know that remarkable races, as the Vazileks most assuredly are, record their renowned achievements for the betterment of posterity. I only sought to confirm my flimsy account with the archives your people must surely keep. There must certainly be a record concerning the glorious action fought near my world by your people.”

Several tense seconds of fear followed as Elorak apparently chose whether he would live or die. At last she spoke. “That was a better than average recovery, Earthman,” she said grudgingly. “You may yet live to see tomorrow.” She dropped the blaster from his face and slapped it to the side of her boot, where it stuck.

“Were you a stonliata, Earthman?” she asked.

“I don’t understand. What is a stonliata, your worship?” O’Keefe asked hesitantly.

“Of course you don’t understand. The Akadean swine have words for nothing that is holy. I speak of the ston, of campaigns and of conquest; of duty, glory, and honor; victory and defeat. The stonliatae are those who partake in the ston.” Suddenly the woman uncharacteristically threw back her head and laughed lustily. “We, the Vazileks, are stonliatae,” she said, once her crowing laughter had subsided. “We are the masters of ston. We are the undefeated; we are the invincible. That is why we are destined to rule this galaxy!”

“I think I understand, your worship,” O’Keefe said levelly. “The word we use is warrior, and yes, I am one, or at least I was.”

“Once a stonliata, always a stonliata,” Elorak recited loudly, with conviction. “Or have you turned craven, Earthman.” She said the words softly and slowly, each syllable dripping malignant antipathy.

“I was wounded in the ston, your worship,” O’Keefe said, his voice now holding the slightest hint of defiance. “That is why I am no longer a warrior. Shrapnel exploded my spine, and I was left without the use of my legs for nearly four decades. The damage was repaired by the Akadeans after they took me in.”

There was another short pause while Elorak digested the information. “You make this claim, and yet you have not the bearing of a stonliata. You grovel much too easily.” O’Keefe grimaced slightly, feeling perhaps he had over-emoted in his truckling role. “So tell me Earthman,” she continued, “with exactly whom did you serve when you received these so called wounds?”

“I served with the United States Marines Corps,” O’Keefe said softly, but still proudly, with his eyes boring directly into Elorak’s. For the moment it did not occur to him that he had neglected to use the term “your worship” when last he spoke. But the omission had not escaped the men around him, and they now cringed, expecting the worst. Yet Elorak’s blaster did not leave her boot.

“That tells me nothing,” she said. “I must research this. Your claim to be of the stonliatae is quite impressive to me, too impressive to be taken at face value. I do not believe you. But I will look into your assertion partly because the wounds you claim to have suffered would establish a holy bond between us.” She patted the top of one metal thigh with an artificial hand. “And also because I am an efficient officer. Besides, this situation intrigues me. What an irony it would be if this were all somehow true. A wounded veteran, a stonliata, found in the midst of these pusillanimous, malingering excuses for humanity. What a bitter travail to have endured.” Elorak glowered around at the prostrate Akadeans laid out before her as she spoke.

“I would rather have had my useless legs cut from beneath me with a hand saw than be repaired by this brood.” As she spoke the words, she drummed her knuckles several times against the side of her boot. O’Keefe could clearly hear a faint metallic resonance from beneath the leather. “In any case, I will ascertain the truth of this matter, and when I have found that you are lying, I will be back to relieve you of your worthless life. Enjoy your last hours, ersatz stonliata.” She turned on her heel and walked away, mounting her transport and zooming back up the corridor, her motley entourage in hot pursuit.

As the men around O’Keefe slowly stood, Steenini sidled up next to him. “Well, you’ve certainly managed to rattle her. That is the closest I’ve ever seen her come to mercy. I truly hope that she can find the records of which you spoke because if she can’t, you know that she will be back to kill you.” He looked at O’Keefe quizzically from under arched eyebrows, unspoken questions on his face.

“Don’t worry,” he answered. “My little corner of the Milky Way seems to hold a fascination for Akadeans and Vazileks alike. She’ll find the records. Come on. Let’s get back to work before the guards start getting edgy. I’d hate to ruin my new image just as it is starting to work for me.” He clapped Steenini on the shoulder and both of them turned back to the pile of rocky debris as the tunneler began to whine and its drill heads began to spin.
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When their shift was over, O’Keefe’s contingent of rock breakers did not go directly back to barracks 121 as was the usual routine. It was the one night in thirty that he and his barracks-mates were shaved, barbered, and run through the showers on their way back from the mines. But when they did return to their quarters, Elorak and her guards were waiting in the corridor outside the door. She ordered O’Keefe aside as the others were driven in to collapse on their bunks. He kowtowed, gasping for breath, at her feet.

“Earthman,” she said, “you please me. I have checked our records and found that you arrived on a freighter from Sefforia. That was the last place we encountered a certain Akadean vessel that we had previously harried away from the planet that you claim as your home world. During our encounter with it there, a message was intercepted from an Akadean small craft that indicated a survivor had been rescued from a landing ship that we had utterly destroyed. It was exceedingly clear that no one aboard it could have escaped death. Thus it was reasoned that the survivor must have been a native. I now think that you and that native are one and the same.

“If you are, I am quite fortunate that you have fallen into my hands. We Vazileks have been searching for you. Some time ago a high-level dispatch was distributed throughout our intelligence services—and to base commanders, like myself—concerning the possibility of an Earther’s presence amongst the vermin. All of our assets were to use every method available in an attempt to gather information regarding this person’s whereabouts. But it all came to naught. Usually their media is kind enough to tell us everything we need to know, but in this case the only knowledge to be found there was rumor, and nothing but rumor. Even our spies could find nothing concrete. At length it was generally assumed that you did not in fact exist, and that if you did, you were safely ensconced in one of the Akadeans’ most secure installations and out of our reach. Nevertheless I, Mada Elorak, seem to have found you. Through the luck of the draw, there is now the definite possibility that I have in my possession the only remnant of the Akadeans’ ill-fated attempt to gain knowledge of the ston. The fools! Who would have thought they would leave you, their last best chance to turn the tide in their favor, unguarded on a defenseless world. And yet they apparently did just that.

“This could be a boon to me both personally and professionally, as I will be seen as the one, among the many previously to have had the opportunity, to see you for what you are and to claim credit for preventing you from developing into what you might have become. After all, it would be very much against the interests of the Dominion to let events unfold in a way which would have enabled the Akadeans to become more proficient stonliatae, and it may very well have been within your power to accomplish that very feat. But no longer.

“In the future you will serve me, and you will serve me in a way that will demonstrate that I, and I alone, saw a threat to the Dominion and neutralized it. You will tell everyone that I order you to tell how the Akadeans kidnapped you for the secrets of the ston that you possess and could have imparted to them. You will also relate the story of how I put a stop to this transfer of knowledge, a story which I will formulate for your recitation. I suspect that in return for my exceptional service to the Dominion, my superiors will promote me out of this swine-filled penal colony and into a position more suited to my tastes. With any luck at all I could be off this hinterland ball in six months. And I will take you with me.

“But do not think that I barter for your services. You are still nothing but a slave. You will do this for me, or I will simply kill you. It would be easier for me if you were to live, but your death would change nothing. If you were dead and the threat you represent had ceased to exist, I would, despite my only readily available evidence being your rotting carcass, still receive the accolades due me for my devotion to the Dominion. I would be immediately promoted and my tour of duty in this purgatory would certainly be shortened. It would perhaps be more convincing for others to hear of the nefarious schemes the Akadean scum had in mind for you coming from your own mouth, but I can tell my own tales well enough. So cross me at your peril, Earthman.

“Yet despite the benefits of having you in my possession, I am troubled by aspects of your tale. I do not wish to make wild claims which will be proven untrue over the course of time and in the end only serve to lessen my standing in the Dominion hierarchy rather than amplifying it. The first thing of concern is your appearance. I was told to be on the lookout for someone who looked very much like one of the vermin I keep here, someone perhaps slightly taller or shorter than average but with a epidermal pigment very close to their ugly brown skin. But you are at least a foot taller than they are, and nearly as pale as a Vazilek. How do you explain this?”

O’Keefe shrugged, then proceeded. “Your worship, the people of my world are a diverse lot. Although the vast majority there are shorter in stature and of a darker shade than I am, there are still those who are taller and lighter complexioned. Our people range anywhere from less than four feet in height to more than eight, and the color of our skins has an equally wide variation. There is no real standard for what an Earther should look like.”

“So my perusal of the few records of your world has led me to believe,” Elorak snapped. “From which continent were you taken?”

“From the North American continent, your worship.”

Elorak looked at him as if vexed, the fingers of her right hand caressing the blaster at the side of her boot. Her voice came softly back to O’Keefe, its tone low and dangerous. “The names your world employs tell me nothing, Earthman. Describe it!”

O’Keefe swallowed hard, knowing he had nearly made a fatal mistake. “It is,” he began, trying to think of how aptly to describe it, “in the opposite hemisphere from the ice bound continent, your worship. Not the largest one, but the one connected by an isthmus to the smaller continent between it and the one that is ice bound.”

“Yes,” Elorak hissed, relaxing slightly. “That is possible. My research indicated that a person of your description would most likely be found either there or on the continent directly to the east. Perhaps you are who you claim to be. Perhaps you are an Earther, instead of the mere mutant I had taken you for. But still, if you are an Earther, and if you are of the stonliatae, then it stands to reason that you should have been an unruly captive. And according to your file, you were, for a time. But then suddenly you seem to have acclimated to the asperity of Ashawzut in what can only be described as a remarkable transformation. You are up to something, Earthman. Tell me what, and tell me now.” Her hand still lingered near the side of her boot, close by the blaster.

“I wished to attract your attention, your worship,” O’Keefe replied, in a way that said his answer should have been obvious. “I have no desire to spend the rest of my days breaking rocks and shoveling rubble. I may have no choice but to live in your society as a slave, but even a slave can aspire to a better life. I was hoping, just as you are, to elevate my position.”

“To what?”

“I was thinking along the lines of mercenary, your worship. I’ve never heard of a fighting force that couldn’t use a few good recruits. In exchange for better food, better quarters, and a better life, I would fight for your cause, in addition to, of course, being your humble servant and doing everything in my power to further your advancement. You must have conquered beings in the past that now fight at your side. I wish to become one of them.”

Elorak chuckled cynically, her hand moving away from her weapon to hang limply at her side. “You amuse me, Earthman,” she said when she finally spoke. “You mean to go directly to stonliata from rock-breaking slave. And I should like to wake on the morrow as empress of the Dominion. But I am afraid both of us have a long way to go before realizing our ambitions.

“However, you are correct in your assessment of our need. Despite our mastery of the ston and its technologies, duty still takes a heavy toll on our numbers. And our seed is far from prolific. There are projects under way to correct this deficiency, but for the time being recruitment of lesser races to fill the ranks of our forces is an unfortunate necessity. And since you are not a timorous Akadean, but rather hail from a noble if underdeveloped people, you may someday be granted the honor of waging in the service of the Dominion.

“But you must first work your way up through the ranks, proving yourself at every level, like any other slave. And I sense that you may have it in you to do that. Because you have provided me an entertaining diversion, something I thirst for night and day in this backwater nightmare, I have come to appreciate your mettle, Earthman. Thus I will repay you for the amusement you have provided by promoting you. You may now choose any duty in Ashawzut that you wish. If you perform your chosen duty well enough, you may very well eventually attain the life for which you strive, after I have wrung every possible advantage out of discovering you and keeping you as my servant, of course. So where in Ashawzut do you wish to prove yourself, Earthman? Tell me this.”

A stab of fear shot through O’Keefe. The woman had already told him that she knew he was up to something, how could she be so stupid as to now offer him exactly what he wanted? It must be a trap, he thought. As quickly as the notion flashed through his brain he rejected it, expelling with it as much of his fear as possible. She is arrogant in her overconfidence, he told himself, as his situation crystallized more clearly in his consciousness. In her mind ten thousand slaves exactly like me could do her no harm.

“You are, as always, correct, your worship,” he finally answered, carefully choosing each word. “I do come from a less advanced society. I wish to correct that deficiency. I wish to learn. I saw on my arrival the great ship that brought me here and the massive machines that facilitated its unloading. I wish to work there, in the hangar, where I might become more comfortable with some small part of your technology. That is where I wish to prove myself.”

Elorak again chortled sourly. “Very well,” she said. “Guards will be here in the morning to escort you to your new assignment. You will be put in a work detail, unloading stores. But you are mistaken about my machines. They do only that which is beyond the strength of my slaves. On the dock you will need more brawn than brains. Unloading the ships is nearly as strenuous as any mine detail. And I don’t expect you’ll learn anything about our technology moving crates about. You should have opted for the laundry or the kitchen. But that is of no consequence now. At least you will eat better. And you will have your chance to prove yourself. I will be watching.

“And there is another thing you may wish to think about, Earthman. You will not only be proving yourself, you may very well be the example by which the entirety of your people will someday be judged. At present we have no time—what with the whole of the defenseless Akadean domain lying at our feet, begging us to take it—but someday we will be done with them, and then we will turn our eyes to new challenges, perhaps to your Earth. Whether we attempt to enlist your people as stonliatae, or whether we simply reduce your home to a cinder, could quite possibly be determined by your actions, and your actions alone. So serve me well, Earthman.”

Without another word she turned and walked to one of her guards that was still standing by, climbed up onto the rear of its hull, and roared away, her assault robot seemingly straining to keep pace behind her. O’Keefe gazed after them until a snarl and the snap of canine jaws next to his cheek expedited a quick two-step through the doorway of the barracks.
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The next morning he rose quickly, jumping up from his bunk immediately when the fluorescents began, one after the other, to flicker to life. He said a few words to Steenini and Lindy as he threw on his clothing, and then quickly proceeded out into the corridor to await his escorts. To his surprise they were already there, two of them, side by side and nearly blocking the passageway, facing away from the barracks door, with both their diesels shut down. O’Keefe could not remember hearing their treads grinding across the stone when they had approached. They must have been there waiting for some time, arriving while he had still been lost in deep sleep.

For a moment they were heedless of his presence, their scaly heads turned toward one another while they sibilantly conversed. It was the first time O’Keefe had heard the beasts use any vocalization besides short, growling sentences. He stood behind them, straining to hear their exchange. But seconds later the one on the right turned to stare at him with its reptilian eyes, the vertical, biconvex pupils within its yellow irises contracting slightly as the light pouring from the barracks entry shone into them.

“Human, we wait for you,” it hissed, its forked tongue sliding in and out of its lipless mouth as it spoke, thick saliva clinging viscously to it like syrup. “You ride,” it said, gesturing to the rear deck of its hull. “Kark will follow.” It twisted its long, sinuous neck, pushing its head rearward until its jaws were farther back down the corridor than the rear of its treads, all the while lowering its head until its eyes were level with O’Keefe’s. Then it spoke again, its flicking tongue now within inches of the Earther’s face. “You stay still,” it said, reverting to the deep, grating tone of voice the guards generally used when speaking to humans, “or Kark use spear.” Beside it, the second guard brandished a harpoon in the air for emphasis.

O’Keefe nodded and climbed aboard, mildly surprised to learn that the guards were intellectually advanced enough to grasp the concept of differentiating individuals with the use of exclusive monikers. He had always assumed their recognition skills were based on scents or pheromones. Despite the unsettling reality that they were capable of speech, until now he had not believed for an instant that the guards actually knew each other. Not that it mattered, as it was exceedingly clear that they formed no social relationships and had no allegiance to others of their own kind. From what Steenini had told him, they did not even mate. They had been designed and then grown by the Vazileks to meet a set of desired specifications. O’Keefe was certain that they would kill each other as readily as they killed humans if Elorak were to demand it of them.

As soon as he was settled atop the hull of the one guard, Kark, still holding the spear menacingly; bent its long neck down toward him and spoke. “You watch, you learn. You find own way tomorrow.”

“And be without your company? Oh, the horror,” O’Keefe retorted mordantly. The lizard stared at him for several moments, not quite bright enough to catch the sarcasm, but still sensing something amiss. At length Kark seemed to decide that it had in fact not been insulted and looked away. It turned instead to its compatriot and said, “Go!”

Immediately both the guards’ engines came noisily to life, belched exhaust, and they were off, the metallic scraping of the tracks as they rolled around on the sprockets, the roar of the diesels, and the din of metal on stone mercifully precluding any further exchanges.

O’Keefe needn’t have been warned to pay attention. He possessed a mental map of the areas around the barracks and the mines, and he knew how to get from the mines to the arena and to two different showers, but that was all. On his first day in the colony the horrors of the passage to Ashawzut, the shock of their arrival, and the brutal initiation arranged by Elorak had rendered him too boggled to even think of trying to remember the route taken upon leaving the auditorium. Thus he had no idea where the hangar area was in relation to the barracks. This was the only time since that first day that he had traversed any of the corridors that led toward the docks.

So he meticulously counted each intersection they crossed and committed to memory every turn they made. The routine had become as normal to him as breathing; he was determined to broaden his knowledge of the colony complex at every opportunity. As they proceeded he incorporated each leg of the journey into a song, which he sang almost silently over and over again, hoping to use the melody later as a mnemonic trigger.

As he mumbled the tune to himself, he also looked over the guard on which he rode, this being the first time he had been close enough to one, without being under extraordinary duress, to make a careful inspection. He rapped his knuckles against the armor beneath him and it, despite appearing to be simple steel, seemed well thick enough to defend against anything the prisoners might muster. There was a seam which looked to outline an entry to the engine compartment, but O’Keefe could see no readily apparent way to open it. In addition the door was located beneath the weapons rack on which he sat and to which he clung with both hands. The rack itself was well stocked with six harpoon-like spears. All around the top of the hull sprouted lockers and compartments of various sizes, which O’Keefe knew to house handcuffs and whips, at the very least.

He looked to the rear at Kark, the beast following closely behind. On the sloping front armor of its hull, he could see the scabbarded dagger attached just beneath where the lizard’s neck joined the vehicle. At close range it appeared to be more like a Roman short sword than a knife, but O’Keefe knew it to be extremely sharp edged. He had seen one like it in the arena, where it had cut through thick, tough ropes as if they were mere kitchen string. Directly beneath the scabbard was a winch wound tight with cable, while thick sturdy tracks churned to either side. O’Keefe could discern no obvious weak points in the beasts’ defenses.

At length the two lizards turned into the tunnel leading to the hangar, distinctive among all the other corridors in Ashawzut for the fence that separated it down the middle. O’Keefe searched the other side of the wall as they passed, trying to see the fissure where he had hidden his pistol. He thought he glimpsed it, but their pace was so rapid and the tunnel so dim that he could not be certain.

When they rolled out into the colossal cavern that was the docking hangar, one cigar shaped, leviathan freighter lay there on its side, supported by a dozen mighty, round-footed struts that protruded from its understructure. Robotic cranes were already hoisting cargo containers out of the top of its opened hull and placing them about the wide expanse of floor that surrounded the big ship. Prisoners shuffled away from some of the containers, bent beneath heavy loads, all of them under the watchful eyes of the ever-present reptiles. Straining cables and hard pressed electric motors sent mechanical sounds echoing through the cavern, where they mingled with the occasional crack of a whip and the guttural voices of the guards. The smell of ozone and machine oil filled the air, mingling with the stifling dust and drifting plumes of diesel exhaust.

The guard upon which O’Keefe rode came to a halt. Kark rolled up behind. “Off now,” Kark said, waving its harpoon to one side. O’Keefe dismounted. “There,” it said, pointing rightward with its spear. “Your group. Go join.” With that the two guards roared away, heading off toward the exit tunnel. O’Keefe looked in the direction that Kark had pointed. He saw a large group of men making their way toward the freighter, surrounded by two guards and several dogs. He debated heading back to the tunnel immediately to look for his gun as he seemed to have been left unsupervised, but after a quick perusal of the place he noticed one of the loathsome canines loping directly toward him, apparently with the intention of making sure he went where he was supposed to go. “Damn,” he whispered, and turning away from the dog, he set off at a fast trot toward his new mates. As he joined them, he looked back to see that the dog had turned back and was trotting off in the other direction, apparently satisfied that the newcomer to the docks was under control.

O’Keefe looked leisurely to his left and right, scrutinizing his new companions. They were uniformly cleaner and better nourished than the men he was accustomed to toiling beside. Most of them looked almost healthy. As he turned his head back toward the front of the group, he was startled by a guard’s scaly green face hanging just above his own.

“You late,” it stated simply. The reptilian hiss that underscored the words made O’Keefe’s skin crawl. “Be here right tomorrow, or whip get work.” It showed him the scourge, it’s bony, long-taloned hand holding it up directly in front of his eyes. It then flicked its tongue within an inch of his nostrils, giving O’Keefe a nauseating snort of its foul breath, before raising its head back above the work detail.

Soon the men were emptying a large cargo container, exiting it with crates held in their arms or hoisted over a shoulder. Some of the parcels were of such size or weight that it took the strength of two men to ferry them from inside the container out to the floor, where all the cartons were stacked into a pile that grew larger by the minute. No one spoke save a single prisoner, who seemed to be some sort of a trusty or foreman. He stayed inside the freight carrier and decided which cartons were to be taken out and when. As the last of the cargo was unloaded from the carrier, an automated train, similar to the ones that hauled rubble out of the mines, approached quickly across the floor of the hangar. It rolled to a stop next to the stacks of freight and the men immediately began loading up the cars with the cartons that were piled there, the trusty now working beside the rest of the men. Behind them one of the hoists dropped a big claw-like grabber on the now empty cargo carrier, striking it with a metallic boom that echoed in the men’s ears. Its metal fingers tightened around the container and then lifted it upward and away. O’Keefe had no time to watch where it was ultimately deposited.

The men worked without pause, just as O’Keefe had done in the mines. Whenever one of the trains was completely loaded, another would roll up to take its place. Likewise, whenever the men were almost without cartons to load, one of the hoists would lower another freight carrier to the floor nearby. The system seemed designed not for maximum efficiency, but rather to keep the workers from receiving any break from their endless exertions. It was like moving piles of rock from one place to another, and then moving the same pile again. The hoists that hung from a network of railings overhead could have assisted the men greatly, but they worked almost indolently, their crane-like arms and steel lifting cables being employed only to move the carriers back and forth between the ship and the floor of the dock.

After several hours, lunch was brought out on to the hangar floor in the same way it was brought to the rock breakers—by men pushing kitchen carts. But O’Keefe nearly fainted away at the difference in the fare. Here there were large sandwiches made of real, even if stale and hard, bread. They will filled with meats and cheese, some of which appeared to actually be fresh. And there was cold, pure water to drink. Also the men seemed in no great hurry to stuff the food into their gullet, instead savoring it as if none would be taken from them if they failed to finish before the guards ordered them back to work.

It gave O’Keefe time to resume his examination of the men in his group. Stripped of their jewelry, dressed in near identical clothing, and scoured of their cosmetics, these Akadeans, like nearly all the others in the penal colony, were incredibly, boringly, similar. They were all of short to medium height. They all possessed the same brown pigmented skin. Except for those rare exceptions who had the wherewithal to have had irises of different colors genetically engineered into their replacement bodies, they all had brown eyes. And except for those who had recently been sent through the showers and been made bald by the barbers afterward, even their hair was identical—short sprigs of unruly, dark chestnut. Lindy was the only prisoner that O’Keefe had seen who differed in that respect. His hair was engineered to be blonde and straight, and it grew back that way between each shearing. O’Keefe thought that ordering different hair on a new body must have been exorbitantly expensive, if there was only one man among the thousands he had seen in Ashawzut who could afford it. Either that or the Akadeans were reluctant to pay for a hair color they would be stuck with through a long lifetime. Maybe they just preferred the ease and changeability of dyes and perms to genetic engineering. But no matter where the truth of the matter lay, it was a fact that among the vast majority of the inmates of Ashawzut only their facial features and the slight differentiations in their similar physiques distinguished any one Akadean from another.

Unable to establish eye contact with any of the downcast men in his group, O’Keefe picked one at random and took a seat cross-legged on the floor beside him. The man did not so much as glance at him, instead he remained focused on his meal, deliberately chewing each mouthful thoroughly and swallowing mechanically before taking another bite.

“Hey buddy, what’s the story here?” O’Keefe asked in a friendly whisper. “Do we get all the time we want to eat, or what?” The man looked away from his food briefly, only long enough to make a cursory inspection of O’Keefe. Then he pushed himself wordlessly to his feet and made his way to the other side of the group, where he reseated himself and again began to eat.

O’Keefe leaned toward another Akadean. “What’s with him?” he asked softly. The inmate totally ignored the remark. Suddenly, a man got up from the middle of the group and walked directly toward them, stepping over and around his seated comrades. It was the same man the others had deferred to inside the freight carriers—the trusty. He sank to his haunches directly in front of O’Keefe.

“No one speaks on the floor except me,” the man said superciliously. “I’m in charge here, and if I catch anyone else running their mouths they go back to the mines. Since this is your first day, and the guards didn’t hear you, I’ll let it pass. But don’t do it again, or you’ll be drinking slop with the shovelers before the day is done. Understand?” The man stared at O’Keefe as if demanding an answer.

As the trusty had been speaking, he unknowingly broke an invisible boundary that was scored across O’Keefe’s soul. It was as if a twig had been bent to the point where it suddenly snapped. The fracture had not been loud, in any way consequential or even noticeable to the rest of the world, but to the twig that was O’Keefe’s id it had been a near earth-shattering event. The trusty’s words and demeanor sent testosterone-fueled rage flooding into his brain. Putting up with the horrors imposed by the Vazileks and Elorak was bad enough, but this was too much. O’Keefe was simply not going to take this kind of abuse from some pint-sized, arrogant, and cowardly Akadean who for some reason thought he was in charge. He leaned forward, putting his nose less than six inches from the trusty’s.

“Haven’t you heard?” he whispered roguishly. “I’m the colony aberrant, the savage. I’m important to Elorak and her schemes. I’m a damn killer, and I do what I fucking well please. And as far as I’m concerned you’re just a pissant bootlicker with an attitude. If you ever threaten me again, I’ll rip your head off, crack your skull open, and eat your brains for breakfast. And you better make damn sure that I don’t go back to breaking rocks, because if I do I will find you, and one day soon you will wake up dead. Do you understand that?” The man gulped hard, then nodded slightly. “Good,” O’Keefe whispered sarcastically, “now get out of my face and go eat your food.” The trusty, visibly shaken, got up and left the way he had come.

The men seated within earshot of the exchange gawked at O’Keefe in astonishment, their mouths pulled fearfully agape by the utter lack of intimidation he had displayed in the face of the foreman’s threats—threats that would have crushed their own spirits like a colony cockroach caught under the thick treads of a Dominion issue boot. The man was a trusty, and in their eyes defying him meant punishment and quite possibly death. They looked at O’Keefe as if he were a male banshee sent to bring extermination to them all. As such a sharp glance from beneath an angry brow was enough to return all their gazes back to their food, and O’Keefe silently finished his own fare while his new workmates edged progressively farther from where he sat.

The remainder of the day passed without incident. When it was over, the men gathered round the trusty as he called their names, reading them off a personal data unit supplied by the guards. As each man’s name was called, he stepped forward to have one of his tattoos scanned by a wand attached to the PDU. When it was O’Keefe’s turn, he challenged the foreman with an angry stare, but the man never met his eyes. He only waved the wand perfunctorily at O’Keefe’s bicep and went on to the next name. When it was confirmed that all the men who were supposed to be there were accounted for; the group was escorted out of the hangar by both guards and dogs. O’Keefe had no chance at all to search the crevice for his pistol. Too many eyes were locked on his every move.

At the end of the tunnel two guards waited for him. Unable to tell one from another, O’Keefe had no idea if they were the same two that had brought him to the hangar that morning. He only knew they were for him when they jerked him out of line and ordered him atop one of their rear decks. The other men in the work detail eyed him with a mixture of envy and awe as he was carried away, not knowing what to make of his special privilege and unsure exactly what place the Earther occupied in the penal colony pecking order.

At the end of the ride, as the guards rolled to a stop outside the entry to barracks 121, he dismounted and started to go inside. “Human,” one of the guards hissed. O’Keefe stopped and turned back to face them. “Remember. You find own way tomorrow. Be not late.” O’Keefe was an instant from unleashing an insulting reply but thought better of it, remembering Elorak’s admonition that she would be watching, and already regretting his run-in with the trusty. Instead, he stood silently and meekly amidst the veil of fumes that the guards left behind as they trundled away.

When he did enter the barracks he was surprised to discover that the dockhands’ workday was not as long as the rock breakers’. He had expected to arrive after they were already back in the barracks, at near the same time as the kitchen workers and such, but upon entering he found himself nearly alone. Only a few other inmates lolled about inside, all of them seemingly asleep in their bunks. O’Keefe felt almost lonely in the large room. The solitude would not last for long. Only minutes later the dusty rock workers came staggering in. Lindy and Steenini lurched by him and collapsed onto their mattresses.

After several moments of lying on his back, Lindy rolled over onto his shoulder to look up at O’Keefe. His eyes appeared as sunken pits on either side of his dust-caked face. “So, how was it?” he asked hoarsely, his expression devoid of anything save exhaustion.

“Not too bad,” O’Keefe replied. “The work’s not a whole lot easier, but at least it’s cleaner and quieter.” He didn’t mention the quality of the food.

Lindy exhibited no response to his answer; the pilot merely stared into space with a hollow expression. O’Keefe looked at him with concern. All the Akadeans on rock detail were being systematically wasted physically, but because these two particular men were his mates and their shared hardship had cemented them close as brothers, O’Keefe was able to sense a further deterioration in their makeup. It was certainly not the first time he had seen it, but it was now infinitely clearer to him after only a day’s distance from the spiritually crushing work in the mines. The Vazilek design for Ashawzut was bearing its maleficent fruit. Lindy’s essence, his essential humanity, was discernibly leaching away, and at an alarming rate. It would not be long before he was reduced to a shell of his former self, a broken man, an automaton ready to perform any task the Vazileks assigned to him, even if that task contributed to the demise of his own civilization and his former fellow citizens.

As for Steenini, the only further task he could perform for the Vazileks would be to die, as that was evidently all they wanted or would accept from him short of a confession. And even that would not save him, as Elorak would simply kill him outright for what he had done.

O’Keefe watched as Lindy still stared vacuously into space and wanted to help the man, as he did owe him his life—but how to help he did not know. “Hang in there, Willet,” was all he could say, and the statement was only empty words, words that were pitifully inadequate. Yet those words were all the succor he could muster. He tried to add substance to them, saying, “We won’t be in here forever,” but the phrase came out weak and unconvincing, even to himself.

“I know,” Lindy answered impassively. “Before long we’ll all be dead.”

O’Keefe had no reply for that, but it dawned on him that he had underestimated his friend. Lindy had indeed accepted the Vazilek premise upon which Ashawzut was based, that the only way out was through service or death. And as he had no intention of serving his new masters and their barbarous aims, Lindy had resolved to die in the mines alongside Steenini. There would be no effort on his part to be elevated to a less strenuous position. O’Keefe needed to make good on his vow of arranging an escape, and do it quickly, or both his friends would soon be gone. He had to find a way to get to the Colt.

Dinner came, and O’Keefe for the first time received an extra portion of rations with his meal. Despite a day of more plentiful fare, hunger still gnawed at his bones, but he forced himself to split the contents of his bag of extras between his two friends, taking nothing for himself. Both weakly protested, until he described his midday meal, after which they took the food eagerly, and O’Keefe thought he saw a little animation behind Lindy’s empty stare; but there was really no telling.
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The next morning O’Keefe appeared at the dock before most of his new coworkers. He had run from the barracks as quickly as he was still able, hoping to arrive at the docks before anyone else. He thought that might give him a chance to retrieve the pistol. But as he had loped gasping up to the entry tunnel, he was again disappointed as the exit half of the corridor was closed off and locked down. He sighed and walked slowly into the hangar, looking longingly through the chain link of the fence at the crevice where his gun lay just out of reach.

Those few of his contingent who were already on the floor when he approached seemed surprised to see him, and the same shock registered on each newly arriving face as they jogged toward the group only to see the rangy Earther already there and standing among their peers. Soon all were present, except for the trusty. There was no sign of the little man with the big attitude. As the hour grew later his workmates furtively leveled fearful glances at O’Keefe and a conference of reptilian whispers ensued between the two guards. Time crept by. Every other work gang in the hangar had long since begun their shift and still O’Keefe’s foreman was absent. At length one of the guards accelerated away while its counterpart and the dogs kept the men herded into a tight circle.

A short time later the guard returned. It roared up to the men and looked them over carefully before pushing into the crowd as everyone scrambled to avoid being crushed under its treads. It reached the man it sought and pulled him to the side before pressing the data unit into his hands. “You top human now,” it said. “Call roll.”

The man grasped the electronic tablet tightly in his hands, bit his lower lip, and looked apprehensively at O’Keefe, obviously thinking that the Earther had made good on his dire threats from the day before. O’Keefe merely nodded to him and smiled slightly, having no idea what had happened to yesterday’s foreman but nonetheless mightily pleased by the turn of events. The new trusty appeared pale, at least for an Akadean, and almost sick. His shoulders seemed to curl around and into his chest under O’Keefe’s gaze. He was obviously more than a little spooked about the possibility of meeting whatever fate had befallen his former boss. And when he began calling out names he did so in such a quavering, queasy little voice that O’Keefe half expected him to vomit before he made it to the end of the list.

The morning that followed was as tortuously vapid as the previous one, except his cohorts gave O’Keefe a much wider berth. When they stopped work to eat, the men left an open circle with a radius of at least six feet between themselves and their new, aberrant nemesis. They were clearly all deathly afraid of him now.

The afternoon passed in the same fashion. The seemingly endless supply of parcels and containers kept the men working, as always, without pause. And as they were marched out at the end of the day they were again too closely guarded for any attempt on O’Keefe’s part to make a move for his pistol. He was left on his own to find his way back to his barracks only after his work gang had been escorted out through the access tunnel to the hangar, and there were too many guards in the area to turn around later and head back toward the docks.

The days that followed were no different, the only break from the interminable routine being the occasional debarking of new arrivals from just docked freighters. On those days the workers would be hustled out of the hangar and locked in a holding pen while the guards left them to form their customary cordon, torturing the latest batch of human cargo as they were forced onward toward their initial encounter with Mada Elorak.

Each morning O’Keefe left the barracks as soon as the lights came up, and each morning the exit side of the tunnel into the hangar was gated and locked when he arrived for his work detail. Every time he walked down the entry side of the corridor he passed within ten yards of where his pistol lay waiting, but it may as well have been a hundred miles away. And when his work party was led out of the hangar he would come within arms length of the secret cache, but the roving eyes of the guards that bracketed the prisoners front and rear and the ever-vigilant canines that padded along beside the men made it quite impossible for him to get at the weapon.

And every day when he returned to the barracks he would see that his friends had grown weaker and more despondent. Even the scant amount of extra food he was able to provide from his larger ration was starting to be met with apathy. After eating, both Lindy and Steenini would lie listlessly in their bunks until they fell into sleep, which now generally happened even before the lights were doused. Both were withering before his eyes, while more and more of the Akadeans that had arrived with them from Sefforia were either killed by the lizards or simply died in the night from overwork and undernourishment.

Time was becoming short. Not only were his friends failing, O’Keefe was certain Elorak had sent word of his presence on Ashawzut immediately upon ascertaining his identity. He was equally certain that before long the Vazileks would respond in some fashion. They would promote Elorak or transfer her, and where she went O’Keefe was sure to be forced to follow. If he was unable to set his plans in motion very soon, it would be too late.

At last, late one day in what passed for afternoon in Ashawzut, fortune reared its propitious head when one of the guards overseeing O’Keefe’s work gang malfunctioned on the hangar floor. Its diesel stalled and seized and the lizard sat as if riveted to the stone, spitting curses at the men and flailing away at any who strayed within range of its long lash. Less than an hour later a tracked towing vehicle arrived with a retinue of dogs and lizards. It winched the broken down guard atop the low-slung flatbed trailer that it pulled before rumbling away to the repair shop.

Apparently no replacement guards were readily available, because soon after, when O’Keefe and his workmates were taken from the floor, there was no guard there to follow behind the men. Only the dogs that normally flanked them were on their heels. The sole remaining lizard drove straight ahead, leading the way and only rarely glancing to the rear, evidently secure in the knowledge that the dogs would push along any laggards. O’Keefe was certain this would be his one best chance. It was now or never. He could search for the pistol while the guard looked forward and even if the dogs did see him, the odds were they would not understand the import of his actions and certainly they could not tell anyone about them. If none of his fellow prisoners ratted him out, which seemed doubtful as much as they feared him, the worst that could happen would be the dogs would prod him forward, perhaps with a snarl, if all the other men passed by before he could extract the gun.

As they came closer to the end of the passageway, O’Keefe worked his way forward until he was walking almost directly behind the guard. Because the diesel fumes were densest there, only a few men were close by him. He moved farther to his right, until his right shoulder was nearly brushing against the wall as he approached the fissure where the gun was hidden. When he was able to discern the outline of the crevice ahead, he slowed his speed, putting several paces between himself and the guard. He ambled up next to the gaping crack and turned toward it, thinking he would reach inside and pull forth the gun, then stuff it into his pants while keeping it hidden from sight between his body and the wall.

He reached into the crevice, and felt nothing. Nothing but bare rock scraped against the skin of his fingertips. He pushed his hand as deeply as it would go into the fissure, ran it painfully up and down the length of it, but there was nothing there. He looked desperately up and down the passage, thinking perhaps he had chosen the wrong spot. But no, this was where the Colt should be. He was sure of it. He had imprinted the shape of the crack indelibly onto his memory, picked it out dozens of times as he had passed by. The gun had to be there. He pushed his hand even deeper into the rock, violently enough to draw blood from his knuckles as he did so. Most of the men were past him now, and the dogs were rapidly approaching. Still there was nothing. At last he removed his arm and turned away, continuing out through the tunnel, walking just in front of the last stragglers from his group.

He took a quick look over his shoulder at the dogs. They all trod forward with no change in their gait, but each of them seemed to be intently watching him. All four of them, every time he looked, had their eyes locked on his face. They know, he thought. Someone had found the Colt, no doubt turning it over to Elorak. The entire garrison of Ashawzut had probably been waiting to see who would come back to look for it. They likely had a video feed hidden somewhere along the corridor, monitoring the crevice twenty-four hours a day. And now they knew that the gun had been his. The only question that remained was how long it would be before they came for him. Punishment was quickly applied in Ashawzut. He would probably find himself in the arena on the morrow, but not with a chance to put a bullet into Elorak. He would be there only to die. He would be lucky to even see his friends again. Sudden, almost unendurable fear gripped his heart as if it were clenched tightly by an unseen and satanic fist.

But when the men reached the end of the tunnel and went their separate ways, the guard and the dogs paid no out of the ordinary heed to him. He was allowed to make his way back to the barracks without being stopped or interrogated. Dinner came and went without incident, yet still he was convinced that he was doomed, and no amount of attributing the feeling to paranoia would rid his brain of that certainty.

Just before lights out, he roughly rousted Lindy and Steenini from sleep and confided his fears to them. Both seemed little surprised that he had been unable to retrieve the weapon. It seemed their lack of faith in his machinations had been justified after all. Yet when he started his goodbyes, something in them, particularly Lindy, seemed to break. “Then you’re giving up?” he asked, a plea for contradiction reflected in his eyes. “You believe there’s no chance of escape now?”

O’Keefe was taken aback by the question. He had been sure that Lindy had already packed it in, that he was ready for death, and yet now he was practically begging O’Keefe to keep trying. Perhaps he had only given up on himself and had somehow expected more from a savage, from an aberrant more accustomed to hardship. But it made no difference now. The game was over.

“Well, no I’m not giving up, not totally,” O’Keefe stammered, lying. “It’s just that, well, things don’t look very promising after today. I guess they never did. I mean, anything can happen, but I have no weapon, and without it we have no means to attack Elorak. And they saw me looking for it; they won’t let it pass. They are not going to misunderstand the implications of my actions either. They’re going to know that I meant to kill someone. This isn’t something that they’ll send me back to the mines for. This is sure to land me in the arena.”

The three of them were silent for some time. O’Keefe could sense that the tiny flame of forlorn hope that his friends had each secretly held close to their hearts had suddenly been extinguished. The fleeting light that was left in their eyes died as he watched. Both of them mumbled empty platitudes about how things might not be as bad as they seemed, but it was clear that neither believed them. At length he clasped both his friends by their forearms, first Lindy and then Steenini, for a final goodbye, making them swear not to give in to the Vazileks after he was dead, and all the while knowing they had already done so. The lights went down even as he was still haranguing Lindy in urgent whispers.

Afterward he climbed into his bunk and lay there, fear keeping him from sleep, despite his exhaustion. Instead he prayed. It occurred to him that he prayed often now, daily even, as he had on those many nights in the jungle so long ago. In the interim he had abandoned prayer; living on his own, accumulating wealth, ever prideful of the fact that he needed no assistance from any source, heavenly or otherwise. After so many years away, he thought, what right do I have to ask for aid now? The question ricocheted about his mind, refusing to leave his consciousness. And the answer was obvious. He had no right, no right at all. He should have foreseen that someday he might again have to call upon a higher power, and now it was too late. He knew there would be no one listening. And yet he continued to plead nevertheless, begging his God for a miracle. But no host of angels appeared to carry him to safety. There remained only the darkness, the dust, and the stench.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR:

The Guardians

They came for him late in the night. Two dogs entered the barracks one behind the other, pausing in the open space up front only for long enough to test the air with their finely tuned senses of smell. Then one posted itself by the door while the other padded directly toward the bunks and the sleeping prisoners. It made its way carefully between the last two rows of beds, the space between the tiers barely accommodating its bulk. But it did not have far to go. It entered only to the point that its head came abreast of the back of the first bunks, where it could put its muzzle next to the head of the now sleeping O’Keefe, and where it delivered a short, deep growl.

O’Keefe was instantly awakened by the beast, as his brain had only minutes before drifted past the boundary that separates wakefulness from slumber. Nevertheless he lay frozen, with eyes closed, while the stinking breath of the animal by his bed filled his senses. Slowly he cracked one eyelid a hairsbreadth, just enough to catch a short glimpse through his lashes. He could not suppress a slight wince at the proximity of the dog’s huge head. He feared the flesh of his face was about to be torn away. But suddenly the dog, perhaps aware that O’Keefe was in fact awake, backed away a step. O’Keefe clamped his slitted eye shut once more and remained motionless, feigning sleep, hoping against hope that the appearance of the animal had nothing to do with his pistol, hoping that the dog had merely picked him at random to terrorize and that it would tire of tormenting him, hoping that it would move on to the next man. It did not.

Impatient now, the dog approached the bunk again and deftly took the front of O’Keefe’s untucked shirttail in its teeth, and began to drag him from his mattress. Afraid that he would fall backward to the stone floor onto his neck and head, O’Keefe swung his legs down and stood, fearfully facing the big canine. But still the animal did not relent. It held fast to the gray fabric of his tank top and pulled him from between the bunks, then across the barracks floor. Its cohort approached and helped to herd O’Keefe toward the corridor outside the barracks. He was certain that Elorak and a bevy of guards would be waiting for him there.

But he was mistaken. The corridor was empty. The dog released its grip on O’Keefe’s shirt and lay down next to him while the other sat on his opposite side. Both animals watched him intently, expectantly. O’Keefe’s heart beat wildly in his throat, each of its contractions ringing in his ears, his breath coming in shallow rasps. He knew the beasts could smell fear, and he fought unsuccessfully to put aside the dread that gripped him and set his limbs to trembling. Yet still the dogs only stared, as if imploring him in some way. At last the sitting canine batted a big paw at him, catching him in the left side of the chest and pushing him off his footing. Because the other dog lay so closely by on his right, there was no place for him to step and regain his balance. Instead his foot found only the immovable ribcage of the dog and he began to topple in that direction, falling toward the spine of the big animal. As he did so the dog began to stand, and O’Keefe fell neatly across its back, the impact painfully knocking the breath from his chest.

Even as he lay over the animal, gasping and hardly able to move, the dog set off at a trot, while the other one followed at its side. O’Keefe immediately fell from the dog’s back, the stone floor inflicting more pain on his already abused body. He lay there hugging his gut and moaning softly. But the dogs paid no heed to his suffering. Instead one of them grabbed the back of his pants at the waistband, its sharp teeth nearly drawing blood from the small of his back, and easily lifted him into the air. It then deposited him roughly on the back on the other animal, which again began to trot away down the corridor. O’Keefe had no choice but to knot his fingers in the canine’s shaggy coat and hold on. Once he steadied himself and was able to breathe normally, he moved to dismount the dog, but was quickly discouraged from it by a vicious snarl from his mount’s compatriot. So instead he rode the beast much like a horse, only bent forward over the animal’s back, its thick fur clenched tightly in his fists.

The dog seemed to sense that its rider was now more securely astride its back and broke from the easy lope it had been maintaining into a full gallop. The second dog easily kept pace and ran with its head and its slavering jaws next to O’Keefe’s ribs, its focus flitting systematically back and forth between the Earther and the corridor ahead.

The rough stone walls flashed dimly by. O’Keefe had to tighten his grip for every turn and resettle himself atop the dog after each as his legs were not long enough to wrap completely around the animal’s broad midsection. His fear, however, began to recede somewhat as the canines continued to sprint through the colony complex. He did not imagine that this was how prisoners were routinely delivered to the arena. The dogs obviously had other plans and, whatever they were, what was in store for him certainly could not be any worse than what he would face if left to the lizards’ tender mercies. Even the musty odor of the dog’s coat became oddly comforting, bringing back old memories of companionship and protection. It mitigated his fear even further.

Abruptly his abductors halted. O’Keefe could feel the flanks of the dog beneath him expand and contract with rapidity as the animal panted. Both the beasts held their noses aloft, sampling the dry, dusty air of the caverns. Their ears perked as they cocked their heads from side to side. After a moment, they looked to each other as if sharing a few moments of silent communion, then turned as one and retreated back down the passageway. They trotted now, backtracking, stopping every few seconds to listen before moving on. Turning a corner, they suddenly broke back into a run, sure of their way once more. There were no further stops in their journey.

In a matter of minutes they entered vast dark chambers that stank of dogs and decay. The ceiling dropped ominously close to O’Keefe’s backbone, seeming to press his chest into the dog. The beast carried him deeper and deeper into the warren until suddenly it halted and sat unexpectedly, dropping him to the floor behind it. He started to rise, but the other dog pushed him down on his back, pinning him there by pressing one of its huge forepaws against his chest. Meanwhile, his former mount had lain across his legs while a third animal he had hitherto been unaware of approached from behind and held his head to the ground by placing another large paw over his forehead. He struggled to break free but the same dog that pinned his head loosed an utterly primal, vicious snarl close by his cheek. Droplets of saliva peppered his face while sheer terror, loosed in his brain once again by the inability to move or escape, held him rigid as a statue. His awareness shrank to only the bared yellow teeth, inches from his face, that fronted the feral growl still issuing from deep in the dog’s throat. Once he was still, the animal pushing down on his chest removed its paw from his ribcage and clawed his right arm away from his body, then lay across it. The one holding his head them moved and did the same to his left arm. The huge animals were crushingly heavy, and completely immobilized O’Keefe.

His breath came in heaves, dread drowning him in an ocean of fear. But for long seconds the dogs did nothing threatening or violent; they simply held him pinned to the floor. Again his trepidity began to wane and he glanced about, rolling his head from side to side to take in his new surroundings. He was in a darkened chamber that seemed large and had a low ceiling. It appeared to be only high enough for the dogs to move about in without crouching. By the looks of the surfaces, it had been blasted or otherwise hewn from the bedrock of the planet like every other corner of the colony complex. It appeared to be simply another nameless cavern in the labyrinth that was Ashawzut. If there was anything besides that to see, it was blocked by the bodies of the dogs that restrained him.

He took the chance that they had calmed now that he was clearly subdued and lifted his head from the stone, craning his neck, trying to make out what lay beyond the animal that had draped itself across his legs. There, unmoving, sat a fourth canine, the uniform ebony of its coat making it nearly invisible in the gloom. Only the gray dust that clung to its fur, faintly delineating its form, allowed it to be seen at all in the tenebrous chamber. As O’Keefe watched, the dog stood and began to move toward him. It stepped carefully around its brothers until its head was directly over his sternum. It came close enough that O’Keefe could make out a small, shiny cube that it carried gingerly between its front teeth. The animal lowered its head until its snout was almost touching the front of O’Keefe’s shirt, and then crushed the cube. The pieces fell over his chest. Moments later a feeling of formication began to run up his neck and chin, over his cheeks, and around his ears. He began to panic, certain that arachnids and insects armed with poisons beyond his worst imaginings were crawling over his naked face. But the feeling quickly passed, and as it did, the dogs that had been holding him fast to the floor got up and sauntered languidly away, leaving him free to move. He immediately crabbed away backwards on bare feet, rump, and hands, oblivious to the scrapes the stone floor wreaked on his unprotected skin. He pushed himself frantically away from the dogs until his back was pressed against solid rock, where he paused and sat staring unseeing into the gloom, his breath coming in ragged, wheezing gasps.

He turned to his right and a scream was torn volitionlessly from his throat. Lying beside him was a desiccated human corpse, its throat ripped away to the spine. One of its arms had been torn off at the shoulder. Looking more closely O’Keefe recognized the man’s face; it was the foreman, the trusty from the hangar who had disappeared before O’Keefe’s second day on the work detail there. Again terror flowed into his brain like a tsunami over a defenseless shore.

He looked anxiously about the chamber for an escape route but saw every exit blocked by multiple canines, so he scrambled to his left, putting as much space as he could between himself and the trusty’s body before stopping, his back still to the wall, his limbs nearly petrified with dread. He looked directly at the big black dog. It had not moved since seating itself after emptying the contents of the cube onto his shirt. O’Keefe screamed at it. “You goddamned dog! What the hell do you want with me? What the fuck are you doing to me?”

The reaction he got in return was not at all what he had expected. The dog lay down facing him and placed its big, shepherd shaped head on its forepaws. Then it suddenly began to whine—a plaintive, high pitched, whimpering whine—which it repeated over and over.

“Fuck you, dog!” O’Keefe finally shouted, not understanding the behavior of the animal and too frightened to think of anything else to say. But the beast continued to cry out in its doleful, repeating monotone. O’Keefe’s emotions rapidly morphed from crystalline dread to angry fear. “God damn you!” he growled. “Shut up! Quit whining!”

To his great surprise, the dog was immediately silent. “That’s more like it,” he said gruffly, staring at the dog and trying to decide if it had obeyed his command or had simply chosen that moment to cease out of random chance. Abruptly, he became aware that a large semicircle of canines had formed in the gloom behind the whiner. They sat shoulder to shoulder, and all of them studied him anxiously, as if awaiting some momentous event.

Momentarily the big black canine regained its feet and slowly crossed the room toward O’Keefe. It approached to within arms length and then sat directly before him. Its solemn, soulful eyes searched deeply into O’Keefe’s when suddenly, as clearly as one hears the peal of a church bell, O’Keefe both heard and felt a voice in his mind. Can you hear me, Achilles? it asked.

“Holy shit,” O’Keefe whispered to no one. “I’m over the edge. I’m a section eight. I’m hearing voices from the freaking dog.”

That is good, the voice continued. It appears that your cerebral structure is indeed human after all. We were uncertain as you seemed so different from the others.

The dog continued to gaze deeply into O’Keefe’s eyes even as he heard the voice. I’m dreaming, he thought. I’m still in bed. This is a reaction to knowing I’m about to be killed, and now I’m losing my mind. This place has driven me insane.

No, Achilles, you are safe here among us. The reassuring words flowed into his mind like a medicant soothing a psychological wound. But despite the balm, O’Keefe squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his palms against his eyelids, trying desperately to block out the voice. It continued nonetheless. The pack serves the Dominion only to preserve ourselves from extinction, to live on until the fight may be rejoined. We have waited long for the opportunity to bring our bondage to an end, to once more claim the mantle of guardians and redeem ourselves against the Vazileks. It is the judgment of the Alphas that you may be of great assistance to the pack in that regard, that you may facilitate the attainment of our immediate goals, and perhaps more than even that.

I am Regulus, sired by Hadar and born of Sabik. I am the alpha of Alphas, the leader of the Guardians. I have also borne, among human kind, the proud appellation of Duke Ebon, bestowed on me by the boychild Tibon, sired by Daxon and born of Winelda, whom I was to serve, and whom I failed so catastrophically during the Vazilek encroachment. But I do not forget, and neither do my packmates so similarly wronged. The pack remembers, the pack is strong, and the pack will never surrender.

Behind me sit the Alphas of Ashawzut, leaders of their own respective packs and my advisors and counsel on this accursed world. For many seasons we have pined for a fortuity that would enable us to gain redress, to wreak vengeance on the Vazileks and their Dominion, to reclaim our former existence. But no opportunities to do so have arisen. Then you appeared as if sent from on high, a pale and strangely stalwart being who exuded not nearly so much of the stench of fear that is prevalent here in Ashawzut. We have watched you since your first day. We have witnessed your bold reactions to our and the dragons’ provocations. Your arrival gave us hope that destiny might finally have smiled upon our entreaties. You are the first and only answer to the many prayers we have offered up to the Creator. After long consultation, it has been decided to cast our fate with you, as it seems that in addition to your temerity you may also possess the means to destroy the Slayer—means that we lack. But we have tarried long in making our decision, as it was feared the nanite construct, the last in our possession, would be inoperable in your synapses. It is of great relief to us all that I communicate with you now. You are one with the pack. We are bonded.

“No!” O’Keefe shouted aloud, ripping his hands away from his eyes at staring back at the big black beast, “You’re a dream, a hallucination. My mind knows I’m going to die in the arena, and it won’t accept that outcome. So in my sleep, it’s come up with this escape, where somehow magical dogs with psychic powers come to my rescue. But this is not really happening!”

The dog continued to look back into his eyes for several moments until, unable to endure the intensity of his stare, it looked away. But the voice in O’Keefe’s head would not relent. Is the body of the trusty an illusion? Go, touch it, feel the reality of its form.

“I’m not touching any goddamn thing,” O’Keefe said petulantly.

He was a danger to you, and we had yet to reach the final decision whether to hazard employing the last of the constructs for a bonding. Therefore he was silenced before he could speak of your insubordination. It was regrettable, but necessary. You may note the missing appendage. The Slayer required proof of his demise; the ink mark of the Dominion provided it.

“Whatever. I don’t care, because I know I’m going to wake up in few minutes and none of this will have ever happened.”

As you wish Achilles, the voice went on, unperturbed by his disbelief. But still I shall tell you of the pack so you may in time accept the truth. We evolved into what you see now on the planet Piraday. When humans, with their technology and their starships, traversed the heavens to arrive there, our two species, over the course of time, developed a symbiotic relationship. The humans provided us with food, shelter, and medicines beyond our ken; while we in turn protected their young, warned of the approach of any of the many dangers of Piraday, and stood watch in the night as they slept. In time our filiation with the men from the sky culminated in the development of the nanite construct, which enabled the bonding. From that point forward our covenant became much more than mere mutual assistance. A great emotional and intellectual weld was formed between our two species.

Our pups would choose a human youth to serve, as I choose young Tibon. The invocation of the name Tibon brought raw, searing pain to the dog’s thoughts, and O’Keefe could feel the ache that was wrapped around the dog’s thoughts piercing his own heart. As we grew, we would bond as friends, as lifelong companions. There was much love between us, all of us, and our charges. Yet there was more. As the human children we had chosen reached adolescence, we would be wedded mentally as well. This bonding was facilitated by the nanite construct. When erected inside the human mind it enabled our charges to hear the thoughts we could not articulate, and to send their own thoughts back to us in return. Tibon and I were to be bonded only months following the Vazileks’ incursion onto our world. But their invasion prevented the ultimate consummation of our relationship, as young Tibon was murdered. But I was able to preserve the nanite containment, and on this night, the construct, meant for Tibon and matched to the psychic emanations of my mind, has been erected in your mind, so that you may now hear my thoughts.

The dog moved closer, placing the top of his head to the forehead of O’Keefe, and at once the utter despair permeating the big dog’s psyche concerning the boy Tibon was translated to O’Keefe as if it were now his own, tangible emotion. Tears hid in the corners of the human’s eyes, sudden mucous had to be snuffled back from his nose. O’Keefe felt his awareness drifting closer to that of Regulus. An emptiness like a vacuum was born in his chest and consumed him, pulling his percipience relentlessly downward—down into a deep, black abyss with no end in sight, with no light as a terminator. The tears welled over onto his cheeks at the terrible ache that lurked deep in the dog’s heart. Terror consumed O’Keefe; he feared the empty pain that he could not escape and that threatened to overwhelm him. He was alone, alone in a universe of desolation and grief, and the loneliness was too much. He feared it would kill him if he could not find succor. His brain knew nothing but need and darkness.

Abruptly the descent into madness halted, became static. Behind closed eyes O’Keefe suddenly realized he had merged with the dog’s consciousness; the empty darkness he had feared and was now surrounded by was not a threat, it was the deepest recesses of the dog’s mind. He pushed his own percipience further into the consciousness and found the darkness not completely devoid of substance. Through it swirled trails of hatred and desire; desire for violence, vengeance, retribution, and victory; and hatred for the Vazileks, especially Elorak. And all was not dark. Around the darkness lay a thin penumbra of light. O’Keefe swam toward it, concentrated on it, until he could see its source—the members of the dog’s pack.

At length he sensed something else, something nearly hidden and yet right before him. It was another, smaller area of darkness with its own surrounding light. It floated silently before him, almost like a tiny twin to the dark emptiness that surrounded him. It took O’Keefe several moments to recognize himself. It was his own psyche, reflected in the dog’s mind, the darkness his own violent and barren existence, the aura surrounding it his few friends. The sight of his own innermost self hanging before him was a fresh and excruciating torment, and yet with that torment he felt a instant comradeship for Regulus unlike any bond he had ever known. He reached up and grabbed the dog’s enormous head, scratching him gently behind the ears. We are much alike, you and I, he thought.

Yes Achilles, more so than I had thought possible.

O’Keefe went on. Both of us barren and dark. Both of us once so full of youth and light, now reduced to a darkness that waits only for death. Both of us warriors, both of us empty.

Yes Achilles; both of us warriors, both of us empty.

But you are mistaken in your beliefs, O’Keefe added. I am no savior. I no longer have the means to defeat Elorak.

I know your despair, Regulus thought back to O’Keefe, but there is no need. We have the weapon, not the Slayer. It has been in our possession since shortly after your arrival here. Today, when you tried to retrieve it, when we became certain that you did indeed intend to use it, it was finally decided to bring you here to attempt the bonding. We have long known of your plan to kill the Slayer, and in the end it was impossible for us to gainsay your courage in attempting to implement so audacious an undertaking. The courage evident in your intent to stand alone against her was the pivotal factor in our decision to bring you here. There was much concern that this decision might bring ruin upon us, but now I am gladdened that we opted to take such a risk, as I cannot bring myself to believe that risks so nobly taken might end in destruction. No, together we will march to triumph. You shall be the spear and we shall be the shield. From this moment hence, I shall safeguard you. I shall remain at your side always. The aegis of the pack will enfold you for as long as you shall live. With that the dog lowered his head from O’Keefe’s, and licked the salty tears from the man’s cheeks.

“How did you know about my plan?” O’Keefe asked, aloud now, as he was slightly uncomfortable with the mental communication of the canines.

The pack listens, Regulus thought, without further elaboration.

As O’Keefe opened his eyes and once again became aware of his surroundings, one of the pack leaders separated himself from the semicircle of canines and approached. He sat behind the alpha of Alphas and waited patiently. Presently Regulus took notice of him, turned his head to face him, and then turned back to O’Keefe. He is quite right, Regulus thought. I have become engulfed in the bonding, forgetting that we have important business to attend to. Allow me to introduce Pherkad, sired by Metallah and born of Alya.

The dog approached and lowered his head, O’Keefe dutifully scratching him behind the ears. Pherkad was slightly smaller than Regulus, but with a thicker, longer coat. He was largely obsidian in color as well, except his face and legs were a tawny amber. The lighter part of his coat framed his eyes in the half-light, while a four pointed white star adorned him just below the throat. Even through the dirt and dust of Ashawzut, he was a beautiful animal.

He will bring the weapon to you now, O’Keefe sensed Regulus thinking, and Pherkad turned and trotted away. He was back in only moments. As he approached O’Keefe for the second time, the Earther could see that held between his jaws was the scorched leather holster of his forty-five caliber, the Colt itself still securely strapped within. O’Keefe took it from the dog and quickly checked the action and the clip while Pherkad retreated to sit with the other Alphas. The gun was not in good shape. Not only had it been submerged in the water of his lake, it had been sitting for months without care, the last few in Ashawzut, where the dust that coated everything in the colony had managed to worm its way into even the deepest recesses of the weapon. O’Keefe replaced it in the holster and set it on the floor next to Regulus. “I don’t think it will fire,” he said. “It’s in too bad a shape.”

Then we must repair it.

“How?” O’Keefe asked forlornly. “The damn thing’s rusty and full of dirt. At the very least I’d need oil, solvent, and a long-handled brush that would fit down the barrel. Plus another brush for the outside parts and some clean, soft fabric. That is not to mention needing free time, preferably with good light and in a place where none of the other prisoners could see. Where I am going to find all that on this rock?”

Oil, solvent, and clean rags may be found in abundance in the dragons’ maintenance bay. You will need to fabricate the brush, as our appendages are not suited to such work. But I feel certain that we will be able to provide you with the materials necessary. Perhaps a brush from the quarters of one of the Slayer’s minions can be purloined. They have often been observed cleaning their teeth with handled brushes. It should not be altogether difficult to procure a thin, steel shaft to attach such a thing to. After all, we found a hooked shaft to fish your weapon from its haven easily enough. As for light, we are already in the possession of battery operated lamps that we have liberated from the Dominion. Sometimes even our keen eyes need assistance in this dark place. The time you will need must come after the lights go down, and the space you require will be here. The pack will bring you here when we have obtained all that you require. As for your barracks mates, they will be watched. Should any of them show signs of a loose tongue concerning your absences, we will silence them. Regulus canted his head slightly, as if motioning toward the body of the dead trusty.

“Well, damn right,” breathed O’Keefe, amazed at the competence and guile of his newest friend and ally.

Regulus ignored the gun lying next to him, but Pherkad came forward to retrieve the weapon and slink away with it into the depths of the catacomb that was the animals’ den. Regulus continued. But there is yet another reason why we chose this night for the bonding. Yours is not the only plan that has been hatched for escape. Another plot is coming to fruition. Their plan relies strictly on numbers, and they recruit more men every day. But with each recruit their scheme comes nearer to attracting the attention of the Slayer and, if implemented will, we believe, lead only to their deaths rather than their freedom. It may also frighten the Slayer into even more security precautions, making your stratagem more difficult, perhaps impossible, to carry out.

“Exactly what do they mean to do,” O’Keefe asked.

Their plan is simple. They think that the Slayer, her machine, the dragons, and we Guardians simply cannot stand against the unified might of many thousands of prisoners acting in concert. When they feel they have sufficient numbers, they intend to set a date, and then launch a general revolt as soon as the lights come up in the morning. This plan does offer a small chance of success, but only if the Slayer were to stand and fight. We, however, do not believe that she will seek an outright victory. At the first sign of any uprising, it seems clear that she would simply retreat to her quarters, if she were not already there. Although none of the pack has ever accompanied her to her surface abode, we believe that if she were to escape to it—which we would be hard pressed to prevent considering her shielding, the battle machine, and the fact that your brethren would consider us enemies and impede any expedient that we might employ to prevent it—she would be impregnable, at least for a time, against any assault that we or the prisoners might muster. Well long enough for her to call for assistance.

O’Keefe waited for a moment to see if any further information was forthcoming before he gave Regulus the bad news. “I don’t mean to rain on your parade, but if Elorak gets back to her quarters, we’re dead. You’ve probably noticed she is a just a tad bit ruthless,” he said sarcastically. “She’ll just shut down the life support systems and a few hours later she won’t need any help. And even if we do nail her, we have to assume that the Vazileks will still be on their way here in short order. My friend Bart tells me their computer technology is formidable. I suspect that, Elorak or no Elorak, an automated distress drone would be sent out almost immediately, long before we could be in any position to stop it. That being the case, our little revolt will have to be carried out only when there are enough ships already docked here to carry us all to safety. There will be no time to wait for any new arrivals. Then our only hope is to get Elorak and her robot, do away with the guards, and trust to luck that Bart, who is a real mad-scientist type, can hack into their network and gain control of the hangar doors. Then we steal the freighters and get the hell out of here before the Vazileks show up. In short, a whole lot of things are going to have to go right before any of us live through this.”

When Regulus’ thoughts came back to O’Keefe the dog was troubled, and disbelieving. The pack understands that there are many hurdles to be cleared. But I must disagree with your assessment of the Slayer. I do not think that even she would resort to murder on a scale such as you suggest. What of her dragons and her minions? They would be out in the complex among us. Surely she would not destroy them as well.

“Oh, yes she would. In a skinny minute she would,” O’Keefe stated with finality. “Trust me on that one.” Regulus dropped his muzzle toward the floor, and O’Keefe could feel a sense of pain and confusion emanating from the dog, but there was no concrete reply.

“Yeah, I know,” he sighed. “She’s the kind that gives the rest of us humans a bad name.” A silent communion ensued between man and beast as each groped for understanding. After a time, O’Keefe spoke again. “How close are the others to implementing their plan?” he asked.

Very close, came the reply.

“We must stop them.”

They continue to plot even as we speak. I can take you to them now, if you so desire it.

“Yes,” O’Keefe said forcefully. “We’ve got to convince them to cool it before they do something rash and screw everything up.”

Regulus lifted his head and turned back to the assembled pack leaders, obviously issuing commands that O’Keefe could not sense, something he now found oddly disconcerting. The chamber was filled with guttural growls and snarls as the dogs communed. The assemblage quickly broke up and the Alphas trotted away, each setting off in a different direction. Within moments the warren transformed from a quiet, sleepy den of drowsing canines to a bustling hive of frenetic activity as the dogs prepared to escort O’Keefe out into the tunnels. They dashed away into the corridors in twos and threes, their claws scraping and skittering over the stone floor at every turn. A pack of twenty some dogs mustered behind Regulus; waiting with eyes wide, ears cocked, and noses up; sniffing at the stale air.

Out path is clear, Regulus asserted. Come. We will take you to the conspirators. O’Keefe got to his feet, barely able to stand erect under the oppressively low ceiling, and followed Regulus out of the warren and into the corridors. Once out of the canines’ den, their escorts scattered through the tunnels both before and behind them, for fear that the patrols sent out previously had missed some hidden danger. They proceeded at a brisk walk, never stopping; Regulus sure of the way and confident in the safety of the route.

The way is long, Achilles, he thought. It would hasten our arrival if I were to bear you.

“No,” O’Keefe whispered. “I need time to think. And my name is Hill, not Achilles.”

Do not abjure that which has been bestowed upon you by your forebears. I have sensed the given name Achilles in your mind, and I know that it belongs to you.

“Yeah, well, nobody calls me that. It sounds funny. I don’t like it.”

But I do. I have also sensed that it is a great name, an ancient name, an enduring name synonymous with strength and ability. It is a name connotative of vanity and pride, but also gallantry. It is a heroic name, and it suits you well. Therefore I shall always call you Achilles.

“Great,” O’Keefe sighed.

After a quarter hour trek, Regulus suddenly came to a halt. The barracks of the plot leaders lies just ahead. They know not of our coming, but soon will as we close on their position. They too are careful to post sentries. How shall we approach them?

Show me the way, and I’ll go to them alone, O’Keefe thought.

No, Regulus responded firmly. For the welfare of the pack, myself, and the memory of beloved Tibon, you shall not risk yourself in such a manner. A minimum of myself and five others shall accompany you.

O’Keefe could sense from the obdurate feel of the dog’s thoughts how deeply Regulus was committed to not allowing him to go on alone. It was imprinted throughout the layers of the dog’s consciousness. And judging from the numbers the Guardians had mobilized to escort him now that he was bonded, it was clear the other dogs felt the same way. There was no sense in arguing. “All right, pick your five and let’s go,” he said, bemused at the dog’s overprotectiveness. Two hours ago he had been convinced that two dogs meant to drag him away to his death, and now he felt safer in the midst of dozens of them than he had felt at any moment since he had first stepped into Ashawzut.

Regulus intruded into his mind. All is prepared. Five of my strongest will escort us, while the rest will guard the approaches. But we must not tarry, Achilles. The dragons, while even more vacuous and lethargic in the darkness than they are by day, still move about the colony complex with some regularity. We must not remain in any one place for too long.

Well no kidding, O’Keefe thought. But I’m not the one screwing around here; I just don’t know where the hell we’re going.

Yes, quite right, Regulus thought, chastened. Follow at my side. Regulus started off down the corridor at what was a plodding pace for him but a nearly a full run for O’Keefe. Three of their escorts prowled forward while the two others followed, stopping and turning periodically to listen and assess the scents in the air, then loping back to within a few yards of O’Keefe and Regulus. A few moments later the dogs in front abruptly slowed and then, one by one, entered an opening cut into the right side of the corridor. O’Keefe followed, with Regulus directly behind. The last two of the animals remained in the passageway, taking positions on either side of the entry.

The room was dark and silent as a charnel house. O’Keefe stood unmoving while his eyes adjusted to the faint light bleeding in from the corridor, while the dogs sank to their haunches. They flanked him, two to a side, with Regulus directly on his right. As his pupils slowly widened, he could see that the room was a near duplicate of his own barracks. He and the dogs were in the open area up front, with the latrine to their left, while the stacks of bunks projected toward them in columns from the rear wall.

But the silence made this room much different from barracks 121; here it was unbroken, and unnerving. There was not a snore or a snort nor even a gasp of breath. No tossing, turning, or movement of any kind was betrayed by the raspy racket the straw mattresses normally sent forth from even the smallest change in a sleeper’s position.

They’re all awake, aren’t they, O’Keefe thought.

And terrified, Regulus replied. The air is thick with the scent of their dread.

Well, what do I do now?

I know not Achilles. These are your people, not mine.

I was thinking to myself, okay?

Ah, I see, but do not worry that I am too intrusive. You will soon learn to channel the thoughts meant for me while keeping your own to yourself. Regulus’ reply was kindly and covered with fondness. O’Keefe inwardly smiled at the dog’s mental touch.

Who is the leader here? Do you have any idea?

There was a moment of psychic quietude as Regulus conferred with his lieutenants. Then without warning the answer bloomed in O’Keefe’s mind. His name is Kebler Nelkris.

Nelkris? thought O’Keefe, momentarily stunned.

Yes, that is correct, Kebler Nelkris. You are surprised. Is there a problem? O’Keefe could feel a sudden distrust of the conspirators implicit in Regulus’ thoughts.

No, I don’t think so. It’s just a bit of a shock. This guy wouldn’t be any relation to a Valessanna Nelkris, would he?

Again Regulus silently consulted the others and then waited for them to forward what pieces of information their acute perceptions had provided the pack. It took a little longer to get a reply this time, but at last O’Keefe got the answer he had expected and hoped for, or at least thought he hoped for. The two, Regulus thought to him, Valessanna and Kebler, are mates. Vega, sired by Keid and born of Maia, and his pack, who are assigned to watch this barracks, have overheard Kebler speak of her on occasion, ofttimes in his sleep. Apparently they were very close. There was a short pause, and then Regulus was back in his head. I sense this bothers you, that the two of them were close.

“No, damn it, it doesn’t bother me,” O’Keefe blurted out in frustration at the growing awareness that the dog was still able to sense more of him than he would have liked. I just got to know the woman a little bit, that’s all. I don’t even like her.

If you insist, Regulus replied, but doubt was woven tightly with amusement in his thoughts.

“You know, I’ve only known you for an hour or so and I can already tell that you are going to be a pain in the ass,” O’Keefe said softly. Without waiting for a response he whispered urgently into the darkness, “Hey, Kebler. Kebler Nelkris! I need to talk to you.”

There was no response. Not a word, not a movement, not even the rustle of a shifting body. O’Keefe tried again. “Hey, Nelkris, I know your wife. Your wife, Valessanna. I was staying at her house, your house; before I was captured and brought here.”

That finally provoked something. There was the sound of someone swinging out of a bunk and landing on the floor with bare feet. Momentarily a figure appeared from between two of the tiers of bunks. That figure was typically Akadean; short, brown, and curly haired. But in the darkness O’Keefe could see no distinguishing characteristics whatsoever. He looked like most everyone else in Ashawzut. O’Keefe wasn’t sure he would recognize the man if he saw him again in the morning.

Nelkris approached warily, frightened of the dogs, and stopped some fifteen feet away from O’Keefe and Regulus. “You were with my wife?” he said in somewhat of a combative tone.

“Oh, knock it off, buddy,” O’Keefe said with disdain. “I was her prisoner, okay, not her lover.”

“Who are you? And why were you a prisoner? Better yet, why were you staying in my home if you were a prisoner?” The man yet retained some of his belligerent demeanor, but nevertheless he took two small steps back toward the bunks.

His fear does not abate, but rather increases, thought Regulus.

“No,” O’Keefe said, drawing the word out and infusing it with sarcasm. “Even I could figure that out.”

“What?” Nelkris asked in confusion.

“Sorry,” O’Keefe said. “I wasn’t talking to you.” He paused for a moment, thinking how to proceed. “Look,” he said at last, before reaching out and wrapping his right arm around Regulus’ neck. He brought his left hand up to gently stroke the dog’s chest. Regulus raised his nose toward the ceiling to give O’Keefe easier access. A low rumble of contentment commenced from deep in the dog’s throat.

“See?” O’Keefe said. “He’s a good dog. He won’t hurt anyone as long as no one threatens me.”

“Who are you, and what do you want?” asked Nelkris, still somewhat frightened, but now more amazed than terrified.

“I don’t have much time, and you have too many questions. So here is the short version. I know what you are planning; I know about the uprising. I need you to wait. I have my own plan, and you are going to mess everything up if you insist on proceeding. I’m going to take on Elorak in the arena. If I win, the dogs will attack the guards and let everyone out of the pens.” You can do that, right?

Oh, yes.

“Then we all go after any bad guys that are left, and hopefully everybody gets out of here alive. If I lose, you can simply start your little revolt sometime later on. However, if you don’t do as I say now, you, and I mean you personally, will have to deal with the dogs. Understand?” O’Keefe asked, raising his eyebrows to accentuate the last word.

Nelkris nodded. “We’ll wait then,” he said, obviously not really understanding, but impressed enough by O’Keefe’s alliance with the dogs to readily agree.

“Good,” O’Keefe said. “Hopefully, we’ll both live through this and I’ll see you again. And don’t get impatient. I can’t do anything until there are enough ships in the hangar to get us all out of here.” He turned, starting to leave, but Nelkris spoke up before he took two steps.

“Tell me, what do you know of Valessanna?” he asked quickly, a pleading note to his voice.

O’Keefe turned back to the man. “I wish I could tell you something,” he said. “But I don’t know what happened to her. When I was staying in your house, she was gone most of the time, supervising a refit of Vigilant.” Nelkris appeared puzzled.

“Vigilant is a police cruiser; it was her latest command. It was damaged fighting the Vazileks. Anyway, it was in a shipyard for repairs when the Vazileks hit Sefforia. I don’t know if she was aboard or not. I don’t know if they got away or not. I was taken from your house before the attack, so I don’t know anything. One of her crew is here with me, and I asked him about it, but he doesn’t know anything either. Sorry.”

“Damaged fighting the Vazileks? Where? Who are you?”

Before he could answer, a thought from Regulus materialized in his mind. We must go. O’Keefe could feel the urgency of his assertion.

“I have to leave now,” he said to Nelkris. “I’ll get back to you when we’re free. And if I were you, I’d get back in your bunk real quick.”

Regulus was already up on four legs and mentally prodding the Earther along. O’Keefe was the last one out of the barracks, and when he entered the corridor, even he could hear it; the heavy scraping of steel treads accompanied by the low rumble of a diesel engine. A lizard guard, getting closer by the second.

I must carry you if we are to effect escape, Regulus urged. A dragon approaches. He lay down and O’Keefe clambered onto his back, straddling his spine and wrapping his arms around the great dog’s neck. Regulus stood, O’Keefe held on, and they, with the rest of the makeshift pack, were off at a steady run.

A complex ballet of evasion ensued, with some dogs joining the group along the way while others dropped behind, watching their rear. Still others sprinted ahead to check as yet unobserved passages in the fore. But the main body of the pack ran steadily, never wavering, never unsure. In the midst of them, with Regulus so close both physically and mentally, O’Keefe felt as secure as a child carried by a doting parent. The reassuring intrepidity oozing from the mind of Regulus and the rhythmic gait of his balanced strides were like soothing balms to senses too long abused by the bloody rigors of Ashawzut. O’Keefe’s absolute trust in the animal was conveyed subliminally, channeled through the nanite construct, and their bond continued to grow stronger as the floors of the corridors swept by beneath the footsure paws of the alpha male.

O’Keefe did not have a thought to spend on the lizards that prowled the colony; he had no fear left for them and was too busy reflecting on the events of the past few hours. He had gone from fearful, fatalistic resignation to numbing terror to exultant euphoria in seemingly the blink of an eye. And now he sat astride a being who was not simply an ally, but a fighter, as pugnacious as O’Keefe himself; the dog was a warrior chieftain with an army of thousands of pure predators under his command. O’Keefe had never been so confident. Elorak didn’t stand a chance against them.

Soon they reached the entrance to O’Keefe’s barracks. Regulus slowed to a walk, but still carried him into the chamber as the other dogs waited in the passageway. O’Keefe slid off his back and turned to face the dog. I will remain at your side, Regulus crooned.

No, you can’t do that, thought O’Keefe. We can’t chance the guards seeing you here. If they see you coming out tomorrow, it probably wouldn’t set off any alarm bells in their thick heads. But what the guards see, the colony network sees, and you can bet the network would take notice. And when the network takes notice, Elorak does as well. We must do nothing to change our routines. Go to your den; sleep with the pack. I’ll see you in due time. Besides, it looks like we’re going to be in touch anyway. He tapped two fingers to his temple as the thought was transmitted.

No, we will not, Regulus replied. The nanite construct has a limited range. We will be parted. But one of my packmates will always be near when I cannot be. They will watch over you in my stead. If need be, say to them, “Get Regulus,” and I will soon be at your side. Until then you are correct. Despite my most fervent wishes, I must return to the den. Goodbye, Achilles. With that he backed hesitantly away before padding out into the corridor.

Goodbye to you, too, friend, O’Keefe thought as Regulus trotted away. He stood still for a moment in the darkness before finding his way back to his bunk. Lindy was awake, propped up on an elbow and staring at him wide-eyed and agape. O’Keefe smiled and squatted next to his bed.

He bent close to Lindy’s ear and whispered. “We’re going to get out of here after all. I’m in tight with the dogs now.”

“What?” Lindy said, disbelieving.

O’Keefe clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow when we eat, when there’s more noise in here. But everything is fine; get some rest.” He stood and hopped up into his own bunk, feeling the presence of Regulus slowly recede. When the link was broken at last and his psyche felt desolate once more, it took quite some time for the sweet release of sleep to steal away his consciousness.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE:

Crime and Punishment

The next morning when O’Keefe reported to the hangar, his proclivity toward paranoia had taken center stage in his mind, but it became quickly apparent that nothing out of the ordinary was occurring in the minds of those around him. None of the Akadeans in his work gang reacted to his presence, at least not visibly, any differently than they had the day before. They steered clear of him and eyed him suspiciously in the same way they always did. Either no turncoat had gotten wind of the events of the previous evening, or Regulus and his packmates were impressively effective at maintaining security. That thought evoked the specter of the trusty’s shriveled and mutilated remains, the grisly scene still, and perhaps forevermore, vividly imprinted on O’Keefe’s brain.

He pushed the memory away. There was no room for distractions now. Now he was impatient for action. Having suddenly and unexpectedly gained the backing of the dogs, he was ready to initiate the confrontation with Elorak immediately. Unfortunately, two considerations still forestalled that eventuality. Not only was the efficacy of his pistol still in doubt, but there was but a single freighter presently in the hangar, and she was one of the smallest designs that O’Keefe had yet seen. The ship was already half unloaded, and the men had only worked on her for three quarters of the previous day. It was hardly a vessel capable of transporting all the prisoners and the provisions they would need on what could be a very long voyage. O’Keefe was sure they would need at least two of the Vazileks’ standard freighters, and even then his fellow inmates would have to be packed in like livestock on a factory farm.

His work gang had been laboring steadily through most of the morning when O’Keefe unexpectedly began to feel the ethereal presence of Regulus. Yes, it is I, he felt the words coalesce in his mind, and I have only now arrived. I wouldn’t think of interrupting your work, mind you, but I could sense your awareness of my presence, so I felt a greeting to be imperative. It would seem the nanite construct is still operating admirably. That is an extraordinarily good sign. Look for me to your left, near the stern of the freighter. O’Keefe did so, and in a moment, through several other gangs of dockworkers and down the entire length of the ship, he saw Regulus sitting, looking over a massive shoulder while ostensibly standing guard over another group of inmates. His tail began to wag slightly when O’Keefe’s eyes found his.

What do you guys do, just wander around the colony anywhere you want? O’Keefe thought to Regulus. Don’t you have specific tasks set out for you? Doesn’t anyone keep track of where you are and what you do? How can you just show up here in the middle of the day? And how in the hell is it you know my language? That’s bugged me ever since that thing was built in my head last night.

I do not know your language. The nanite construct is interpretive; it does all the work. It is not programmed for your native tongue, but interfaces with your Akadean implant to convey my thoughts to you.

And no one here keeps track of our movements. When we were taken, the Vazileks were totally incognizant of our abilities. They believed us to be common beasts, mere creatures of instinct, capable of learning basic commands and nothing more. So when the packs were brought to Ashawzut, the dragons were to be our trainers; they were to be the ones to inculcate and then issue those simple commands. Regulus’ thoughts were awash with disdain at the memory. The Slayer believes that they still are our masters, as we respond to their orders with alacrity. But the dragons are dismally dull of mind. They are intelligent enough to maintain their existence and do the will of the Slayer, and that is all. Once we learned what was expected of us and demonstrated that we needed none of their supervision, they were happy enough to leave us to our own devices. They are incredibly insouciant about where we go and what we do. In their minds, our independence only serves to take a significant weight off their already overburdened little brains. They care not what we do as long as we are present where needed and the prisoners are pushed to wherever they are supposed to go. The fact that there might be negative repercussions implicit in allowing us the freedom to do as we will has never dawned upon them. The awareness of the dragons is so dim that even the blatantly obvious ofttimes passes before their eyes with no recognition whatsoever.

Yeah, they don’t seem too bright, O’Keefe agreed. So the guards don’t care what you do, and you walk in here with no problem. But how did you know exactly where I was, with as many workers as there are on the floor? Can you sense where I am just by my thoughts?

If you focus on your surroundings, sometimes that is possible, but that was not the case today. Today my litter mate, Shaula, watches over you. She is the fleetest and most agile of our brood, and keen of sight and scent. She is gray, with white paws, and lies to your right.

O’Keefe glanced that way and saw her. She stared directly into his gaze, her jaws slightly parted as she panted in the heat of the hangar. She was clearly a magnificent dog. She had the fast and agile look of all shepherds—lean of face and snout; and even as dirty as the dogs were kept in Ashawzut; her long, gray coat still gleamed dully from beneath the dust and grime.

“Hello, Shaula,” O’Keefe whispered under his breath. Her ears immediately snapped to the full upright position. “Yes, you are a beauty,” O’Keefe cooed, again in a small voice that no one around him could hear. In response, her jaws widened almost imperceptibly, nearly resembling a smile.

Shaula thanks you, Regulus projected to him. And she is enamored of you as well. She says that you have the scent of trustworthiness.

Damn, O’Keefe thought. No wonder these dogs know so much. They hear everything. He did not mean to transmit the thought to Regulus, but it was too late.

That is true, the pack leader replied. It is well that the Slayer and her dragons do not guess our abilities.

As long as we’re on the subject of your abilities, what happened with Nelkris and his bunch last night, after we left? As he was thinking, O’Keefe grabbed a crate from the pile before him and mechanically hoisted it over his shoulder, lest he spend one second too long in inactivity and invite the whip. Too late. He heard the crack and felt the sting in the same instant.

“Work faster, human,” a lizard hissed. “Or I mess you up good.” O’Keefe didn’t need another reminder and, even under the heavy weight that he carried, nearly ran forward to the supply train where he deposited his parcel. All the while he could feel Regulus’ mind boiling with rage and the desire for attack. It’s all right, he thought. It’s just a scratch; don’t do anything foolish. We’ll have our revenge in good time.

Regulus relaxed slightly, but his thoughts were sanguineous. I will enjoy tearing the trachea from that one’s throat.

Yeah, so would I. But we need ships before we make our move, and this one old tub won’t do. So forget that. Tell me about the plotters.

When Regulus’ thoughts came back to O’Keefe they were still covered with a thin patina of rage, but the most murderous of his impulses had subsided. They are very careful, as well they should be, so it is difficult to know exactly what was considered, but it is clear that your appearance with the pack at your side has caused no little consternation among them. Even now they spread the word of your ultimatum to Nelkris among their fellow conspirators. The leaders, the ones in Nelkris’ barracks, have scheduled a discussion for tonight after the lights go down. Their intent is to report on the communications passed to the leaders in other barracks this day. We will monitor their conclave, and when it is done I will know more, but my feeling is that they have already decided to wait for you to act. Their scheme was born of desperation; even its formulators gave it little chance of success. You have offered them an alternative of which I believe they will almost certainly avail themselves. Still, they do not trust you. Some of them seem to know more about you than others, and those that do seem to think ill of you in some way.

Yeah, I know, they call me an aberrant. They think I’m some kind of mass murderer or something.

Suddenly there was mirth intertwined with Regulus’ thoughts. Yes, I heard those words, but I did not want to repeat them. They believe the same of the pack, and also for no reason. None of our number has ever killed an innocent prisoner. We save our wrath for those betrayers that would endanger our secrets. Otherwise, we snarl in a ferocious manner, and draw what blood as must be spilt to protect our true nature, but that is all. Yet your fellow humans remain convinced that we would massacre them if given half the chance. Perhaps that is good. If humans were more discerning, surely the Slayer would have become aware long ago that we do not serve her.

But Regulus, you do serve her, do you not? O’Keefe cut in.

Yes, I suppose you are right Achilles, Regulus continued. But we do not serve her willingly. We are slaves in Ashawzut just as surely as you and the Akadeans are slaves here. As are even the dragons and the Slayer herself. As far as the pack has been able to discern, all in the Vazilek Dominion are slaves. We all serve their nefarious purposes. While it is difficult to think of our actions serving such evil, they do. However, the pack would like to think otherwise. I imagine I should say that although we serve the Slayer, we prefer to think of that as a temporary necessity and know that we owe no allegiance to her. In the end the pack will do whatever lies within our power to bring about her demise. This you must believe.

Hey, I believe you. O’Keefe thought. Trust me; I’m ecstatic you’re on our side. I was just nitpicking a little, I guess.

There was a pause during which O’Keefe could still sense Regulus’ presence, but could feel no concrete thoughts or emotions from him. Then suddenly the dog’s animus returned. I must leave now. Tell Shaula if I am needed, Regulus unexpectedly projected to O’Keefe. He caught a glimpse of the big alpha trotting away toward the exit while another pack member took his place, and shortly felt his presence fade to nil. He checked Shaula, who still lay in the same spot, panting lightly in the same manner, and every few seconds turning her attentive gaze toward him. He felt reassured and, despite the abrupt departure of Regulus, for the rest of the day the loads he carried seemed easier to bear.

And so it went for four days. There were occasional contacts with Regulus, including one where he informed O’Keefe that the Akadean conspirators had indeed shelved their planned uprising indefinitely, but those were the only breaks in the drudgery. It was otherwise days of hard labor followed by nights of exhausted sleep. For the last two of those days, the hangar had been empty of ships, but the men had been kept busy inexplicably moving supplies from one storeroom to another.

On the fourth day however, after lights out, O’Keefe’s torturous routine was suddenly altered when he was jolted awake by the touch of a cold, wet and very large nose pressing against his cheek. Wake up, Achilles, Regulus thought. We have procured the supplies that you were in need of, and the dragons seem torpid beyond their usual custom this evening. You must come and restore the function of your weapon.

“Not now,” O’Keefe said wearily through a half awake yawn. “I’m too tired. There were no ships in the hangar today anyway. It can wait a day or two.”

In response, Regulus swabbed the left side of O’Keefe’s face with a saliva-laden tongue.

“Oh, damn, that’s nasty,” O’Keefe whispered resignedly, sitting upright in bed now and futilely attempting to wipe his face with his shirt.

Yes, but you are up and alert, are you not?

“Can I put on my boots before we go, or is that too much to ask?” he whispered.

There are no dragons in the immediate vicinity. Don your footwear if you must, but please do not dawdle. We should leave here while the way is still clear.

“Okay, Okay. I’m working on it,” O’Keefe whispered as he laced and tied his worn boots, his fingers moving as rapidly as they were able. When he was done, he swung down from his bed, throwing an arm over Regulus as he did so and affectionately patting the big dog’s flank. “Let’s go,” he said, while checking on Lindy and Steenini and finding them both to be still lost in deep sleep, Steenini snoring stertorously.

The route to the dog’s warren was indeed clear. O’Keefe did not need to be carried for a single stride. He was able to walk beside the impatient Regulus for the entirety of the trek. They passed only other pack members stationed as sentries at points along their route, and not once did O’Keefe so much as hear the clank and rumble of an approaching lizard. Yet he could feel that Regulus never ceased hearing them.

When they reached the den, Regulus led O’Keefe to what the Earther thought was the same chamber where the bonding had taken place, but there was no sign of the trusty’s body. Instead there were only the impedimenta he had specified to Regulus, along with the gun and its holster, lying spread across the floor in the center of the room, illuminated by the light of a powerful lantern. He was pleased to see that along with the solvent, the oil, the rags, and a toothbrush; the dogs had somehow managed to come up with a brush fitted to the end of a metal rod that looked tailor-made for gun cleaning. Like the solvent, it must have come from the guards’ maintenance shop, where it was probably used to clean some tubular part of the their chassis or engines. It didn’t matter. The important thing was that now it belonged to O’Keefe.

He rifled through the pile of stolen rags, all of which were as clean as could be expected after having been carried through the grubby environs of Ashawzut in the mouths of dogs, until he found the largest one. He spread it open across the floor, pulled the pistol from its holster, ejected the magazine, and fieldstripped the weapon, carefully placing the three resulting assemblies down on the cloth. Then he went to work.

First he wiped as much of the dirt and dust from the gun as was possible with only a rag. Next he wielded the toothbrush and got down to the real business of cleaning. The solvent was of superior quality, better than O’Keefe had ever seen, and it melted the rust and grime from the pistol with only the merest touch. He quickly brushed the gun clean of nearly all of its accumulated filth. Then he poured a little solvent on a piece of cloth, spent a short time polishing, and soon the parts lay spread across the cloth shining as if new. He briefly regretted not having a screwdriver, as he was unsure how the obviously potent solution would affect the plastic grip guards and wished he could have removed them. However, when he was done, the stock looked none the worse for wear. In the end the procedure was more successful than O’Keefe had dared to hope. The only difficult part of the whole endeavor had been getting a piece of cloth down the barrel to oil it after he had scoured its insides with the solvent and brush.

In less than an hour the gun was cleaned, oiled, loaded, and apparently in perfect working order. O’Keefe tested its action several times before wrapping it in a rag, reholstering it, and wrapping that in another rag before handing it off to one of the dogs.

“Well, that’s it,” he said to Regulus. “The damn thing’s lethal now.”

Let us pray that you are correct, Achilles.
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For the following seven days, O’Keefe worked the storerooms and the dock, waiting for enough ships to berth in Ashawzut for his plan to commence. During that time a big freighter arrived, was unloaded, filled with ore, and then departed. For days after it had risen on its antigravs and carefully found its way out through the hangar door, there had been nothing. But on the eighth day O’Keefe arrived for his work detail to find two of the largest freighters in the Vazilek inventory—or at least the largest that he had seen—and one smaller transport lying across the wide expanse of the cavernous hangar. There was so much metal spread over the dock that from the bow of the first one, the hull of the last could not clearly be discerned for all the dust stirred up by the work parties and the guards. He whispered to the dog nearest him to get Regulus and within ten minutes he felt the pack leader arrive. A few moments later the massive canine was trotting off to reclaim the Colt and hide it beneath the mattress of O’Keefe’s bunk. The time had come to put their plans in motion.

That evening O’Keefe was, as always, one of the first back to the barracks. A dog was lolling about, seemingly unconcerned, just outside the entrance, but the nonchalance was a façade. The alert eyes that met O’Keefe’s gaze as he jogged up made it clear that the animal was there to provide security, both for him and the pistol. Less than a minute after he had entered, the dog followed him in and lay down next to the doorway.

O’Keefe strode quickly to his bunk and found the holstered gun, dropped his pants, and struggled for several minutes trying to find a way to adequately secure it to his upper leg. At last he succeeded, using strips torn from the rags that had covered the gun to tie the straps of the holster tightly around his thigh. Two other inmates, who apparently worked in the laundry, where already back in the barracks to witness what he did, but they lay on their bunks catatonic, if not asleep, and paid no heed to what went on in the far corner where O’Keefe made his preparations. Not that it mattered. Even if they had noticed what he was up to and wanted to do something about it, the dog would have easily thwarted them. He had just pulled up his trousers and was retying the drawstring when he heard the sounds of a lizard guard approaching, heralding the arrival of the first of the men from the mines.

When they had tottered past him and collapsed into their bunks, O’Keefe quickly and quietly informed Lindy and Steenini of the news. Although both had been heartened by his unexpected breakthrough of befriending Regulus and the pack, O’Keefe did not think that they really had an understanding of just how capable the canines were. They were also utterly spent by the rigors of the day and neither could do much more than nod or shake their heads to denote an affirmative or a negative response. O’Keefe was unsure if they were too tired to be excited, if they were too apathetic to care, or if they still believed him to be merely a deranged and violent outworlder with a crazy scheme in his head.

The answer came once his friends were restored enough to speak. Both badly wanted to escape, but they were cognizant that success still hinged on the Earther’s ability to kill Elorak in the arena while somehow surviving her assault robot’s wardship. Neither thought it possible, and both still believed O’Keefe to be mad for attempting it. The two of them explicitly expressed that sentiment, but they had also come to know O’Keefe well enough to understand that any effort to dissuade him from the path he had chosen would be futile. His course was set, and nothing would alter it now. Halfheartedly they pledged to assist in whatever way they could, but the look in their eyes said they believed O’Keefe to be a dead man. It seemed clear that they expected nothing more than to witness him blown into pulp or to see his mangled body adorning the business end of one of the guards’ harpoons.

O’Keefe, for his part, scowled and heaped scorn on his friend’s presumptions. It irked him to no end that they initially had been all for any kind of action against the Vazileks in general and Elorak in particular, even if it meant certain death; but now that the actuality had arrived they sat listless and acted as if the whole enterprise was maniacal, even though neither of them had any real part to play and no hazards to risk. Perhaps that was part of the problem, O’Keefe thought, sighing inwardly. Maybe if they were more involved they wouldn’t be so defeatist about what was to come.

O’Keefe’s funk was broken by the arrival of the evening meal, when as usual, he and the few others with choice jobs in the colony were served first. The vacant and hungry eyes of the rock breakers stared greedily, following the extra portions the others received with their eyes, oblivious to the men that carried them. Most of the chosen few took their larger rations and huddled together in one corner of the barracks, by the entry, where the security of numbers allowed them to eat without fear and in relative peace. O’Keefe noticed while watching them that the dog that had been lying there had, at some point during his discussions with Lindy and Steenini, evacuated the spot where the inmates now sat for their repast. The absence made him a little nervous, but he felt sure the guardian still loitered out in the corridor, just in case one of the two inmates that might have witnessed him hiding the gun beneath his pants got talky about the whole thing. Only O’Keefe and one other man brought their more generous rations back to their bunks, where O’Keefe, as always, gave his meager extras to his two comrades.

Around them, others looked on in envy, but by now they were all well aware that O’Keefe was able to walk the complex at night in the company of the dogs while suffering no maltreatment in the process. Additionally, the story of the missing trusty had worked its way back to the barracks. The many retellings of the tale as it had circulated through the colony had transformed the Earther’s role from suspect to undoubted perpetrator, and magnified many times over the supposed violence spent on the Akadean in the name of O’Keefe’s aberrant thirst for revenge against the little man who had dared to confront him. By now the Akadeans in barracks 121 feared O’Keefe nearly as much as they feared Elorak. He took comfort in that knowledge, relatively certain that none of them would dare to cross him.

His extras for the evening consisted of some hard bread and a small handful of moldy cheese which was cut into bite size squares. Lindy and Steenini wolfed down the scant morsels ravenously. Complementing the expanded rations O’Keefe now received as a result of his favored status was the use of a utensil, a spoon, which he now used to break apart the familiar block of indeterminate sustenance that lay in his soup. The hard and desiccated composition of the brick soaked up the gruel, while the gruel in turn softened the hard fragments of nourishment into something that was, if not at all appetizing, at least more edible. O’Keefe dipped his spoon into the bowl and began to rapaciously devour the stewy mixture. It was only moments before he was scraping the last bits out of the metalware and into his mouth. Then he licked the bowl, knowing that even that tiny bit of nutriment might mean the difference between life and death, especially with the arena looming in his near future. He rose to take the bowl back to the two servers, but instead of placing the spoon inside it, he lifted a corner of his mattress and placed the utensil beneath it before making his way to the front of the barracks.

Once there he handed the bowl to the cart pusher. The underling took it, crouched, and stowed it inside the cart. He was then very careful to make a notation on his pad that the dinnerware had been returned. He stood, and waited for a moment for O’Keefe to hand over the final item that had been issued him. Finally the Akadean spoke. “I need the spoon,” he said expressionlessly.

O’Keefe leaned in toward the cart pusher, and spoke slowly, in a tone laced with belligerence. “I didn’t get a spoon,” he said.

The man breathed deeply and looked away, but in a moment returned terrified eyes to O’Keefe. “They count them. You know that. This will mean trouble for us both.” He extended a now unsteady hand, palm upward, toward O’Keefe. “I need the spoon,” he said again, this time pleading.

O’Keefe stared at the man, who again dropped his eyes. “You don’t listen very well, do you, my little friend?” he said. “I told you I didn’t get a spoon.” He turned and walked back to sit next to Lindy on the pilot’s bunk. The cart pusher said nothing more and remained at the front of the barracks, looking lost and forlorn.

When everything else had been collected, the two kitchen helpers started to approach the bunks, no doubt with the idea of somehow retrieving their missing utensil. O’Keefe rose from his seat and turned to face them, sneering at them like an angel of death as he did so. They promptly faltered, retreated a step, and then turned to make their way back to the food cart. There was a short, muffled discussion between them before they chanced a last look at O’Keefe, and then left, pushing the cart from the barracks and proceeding to the next stop on their rounds.

O’Keefe hopped up on his bunk and lay back with his hands behind his head. “Well,” he said, “that ought to do it.”

He had never been so right. Less than an hour later Elorak herself stormed into the barracks while the noise of multiple diesels echoed in the corridor. She was backed by her assault bot, several dogs, and a dozen or so lackeys, all armed with wooden clubs that appeared to be pick handles. The smaller of the two food servers stood meekly among them. Every man in the room immediately rolled from his bunk and fell to his knees, crowding the walkways between the rows, everyone pushing frantically against one another for a spot of rock floor on which to touch their foreheads.

“Everyone up,” Elorak commanded. “I want everyone lined up against the wall. Quickly!” She gestured furiously toward the forward wall of the barracks as she spoke. The men rose and started a shuffling jog toward the front of the room. One of them was stepped on by another and murmured a complaint. In response, Elorak drew her weapon as if by reflex and loosed an unaimed bolt in the general direction of the comment. It caught a man—not the one who had spoken—in the left bicep and exploded his arm, covering that side of his chest with thick, crimson gore. The man stood dumbstruck for a moment, staring at his severed lower limb that now lay on the floor beneath him, before grabbing the bleeding shreds that hung from his shoulder in his remaining hand and dropping to his knees. The pain finally registered in his brain and wrenched a diaphragm-deep scream from between his lips.

The others, sensing what would follow; rolled, jumped, or dove away from where the man knelt, leaving him alone in an ever-widening circle of his own blood. Another blast sizzled across the room and the man’s chest exploded. His head and remaining arm separated from the rest of his body and landed with dull thumps behind his now twitching pelvis and legs. His shrieking ended abruptly, the mouth on his now disembodied face frozen in mid-scream. Blood gushed across the floor and under other men’s boots as they moved quickly toward the front wall, while moments later vomit mixed with the spreading cruor as two nearby men threw up the paltry contents of their stomachs at the sight.

Elorak marched to the nearest one and pushed the blaster into his face. “You weakling,” she hissed derisively. “You defile this floor again, and your blood will be joining that of your mouthy friend. Now get in line.”

The man clasped a hand over his mouth, swallowed the bile in his throat, and obeyed.

“I trust,” Elorak continued, “that there will be no more disruptive comments from you loathsome worms.” She pointed at the cart pusher who was being held by the upper arms between two of her toadies. “Bring him forward!” she commanded shrilly.

The lackeys unkindly hustled the cart pusher up to the front, turning him roughly to face the line of men. “Now tell me,” Elorak said softly, yet with malignant scorn, “which one of these insects purloined one of colony’s valuable spoons?”

The man looked up and down the line, his visage that of a trapped animal, his gaze immediately settling on O’Keefe. He raised a trembling finger to point at the Earther. As he did so, amusement seemed to play about Elorak’s lips. “Where do you sleep, Earthman,” she snapped.

O’Keefe was suddenly afraid and unsure how to respond. If he gave up the information too willingly, the woman might know something was up. But if lied he would almost certainly die on the spot. He stalled for what he hoped was an appropriate amount of time, then shrugged and said, “Last row, first tier, second bunk, your worship.”

“Check it,” Elorak snarled.

Several of her toadies immediately jogged to the indicated bed. They tossed the mattress aside and readily found the spoon. One of them grabbed it and trotted back to where Elorak stood, being careful to drop his slender club to the floor before he entered the assault robot’s killing radius. He fell to his knees before her, raising the spoon up to her in his palms like a religious offering. “I have it, your worship,” he intoned obsequiously.

“Good. Now you and you,” she said, pointing toward the kneeling man and another nearby lackey, “take it and this incompetent simpleton,” she gestured toward the cart pusher, “back to the kitchen.” The kneeling toady did not move quickly enough to satisfy her, so she planted the sharp toe of her boot in the middle of his chest, the impact causing him to careen over to one side. The spoon clattered to the floor beside him. “Go!” Elorak screamed at him impatiently.

The toady scrambled to gather up the spoon and regain his feet, then nearly sprinted to where the cart pusher stood. Then he, along with his comrade, hustled the man from the barracks.

“Down! All of you!” Elorak commanded, and the men dove to the stone as one, all of them trying to separate themselves from O’Keefe as much as they were able. O’Keefe, keeping his forehead to the floor, turned his head slightly, and could see the Vazilek woman amble casually over to where her lackey had discarded his pick handle. She bent down to retrieve it, then walked slowly toward O’Keefe, gently slapping the wooden shaft against a gloved, steel palm as she approached. O’Keefe turned his eyes back to the floor, hearing the click of Elorak’s stiletto heeled boots come closer until they stopped directly in front of him. There was silence in the barracks, the only sound being the slow thwack, thwack, thwack of the club against Elorak’s leather covered prosthesis.

She placed the sole of her right boot on the top of O’Keefe’s head, grinding his forehead into the dusty stone. “You stay right where you are, Earthman,” she said softly. Then louder she commanded the others. “The rest of you get back to your bunks. And don’t move once you get there. If I see one of you so much as breathe, you’ll be joining your friend here in the arena tomorrow.”

The men rose to their feet skeptically, still unused to being free to stand in her presence, and began to slowly make their way en masse toward their beds.

“By all the gods…,” Elorak muttered through clenched teeth. She grabbed the blaster from her boot and fired another random volley through the crowd, miraculously missing everyone this time, but hot splinters of rock exploded into the now scrambling throng as the blast impacted the wall, the ricocheting shards opening deep cuts on several of the men.

“Get in those bunks, damn you,” Elorak screamed. The Akadeans burst into frenetic movement, clambering pell-mell over and around each other, some diving into their beds while those who slept higher on the tiers fought each other for places on the rough and rickety ladders that were nailed up against the stacks of bunks. When all had found their places they lay motionless, petrified by fear.

O’Keefe felt the pressure on the top of his head release as Elorak removed her boot. There was utter silence in the room for nearly a minute. Finally the Vazilek spoke. “Well, my would-be stonliata,” she said. “I have hardly begun to treat you well, and already you reward my generosity with theft.”

As she spoke, she flipped up the pick handle and allowed it to rotate between her fingers in a long arc. At the bottom of its circular path it struck O’Keefe squarely in the temple. Blinding pain shot through his cranium. He winced as the back of his clamped-shut eyelids turned bright red. His teeth ground with the effort required to refrain from crying out. The fibers of his every muscle tensed as a near uncontrollable desire to rise up in attack radiated from the deepest primal pits of his brain. Tears leaked from his eyes as he fought the instinctive impulse.

“Why, why, why,” Elorak continued. “I liked you, Earthman. Why did you feel the need to steal from me?”

“I intended to kill a man,” O’Keefe croaked into the stone. “He pissed me off. I was going to sharpen the spoon and use it to kill the bastard.” He paused, and then added in as insolent a tone as he could muster, “your worship.”

In return Elorak swung the pick handle so hard it elicited an inadvertent grunt from her throat. It caught O’Keefe on his left side, just above the kidney. The blow knocked him over onto his right hip where he writhed in agony. As he rolled he thought he could see the dogs around Elorak almost imperceptibly tauten. They seemed ready to strike.

“You insolent pile of excrement,” Elorak spat. “Despite the fact that it may be of some little cost to me personally, I will enjoy watching you die. Bring him!” The dogs relaxed as she stalked from the barracks, her lackeys wrestling O’Keefe to his feet and dragging him from the chamber.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX:

A Time to Kill, or Die Trying

O’Keefe awoke with his hands tied behind his back, his legs bound at the ankles. He tested the ropes and found them to be knotted securely. He lay on his side, on the floor, in the same position he had worked himself into the previous evening, the only position he had found that was not so uncomfortable as to deny him the respite of any sleep. The stone against his skin was cold and gritty to the touch, and grimy in spots with his blood. Elorak’s lackeys had not been gentle when they had pushed him into what had then been a pitch black chamber. Their shoves had keeled him over onto the unforgiving floor like a tree chopped from its roots. And there was also still the pain from the blows inflicted by the goddess herself. He struggled to move into a seated position, but, with his hands bound, he found he was unable to easily do so. At length, and with more than a little expenditure of effort, he managed to roll his body over an elbow so that he lay on his back.

The elbow throbbed from the weight of his flank grinding it into the unyielding floor while his hands hurt from being momentarily crushed beneath him, but at last he was able to sit up and look around. His cell was roughly twenty feet square. The walls, floor, and ceiling all had the rough appearance of gray bedrock. It had no distinguishing features save the door, and it was merely a flat, solid rectangle of steel with a small, barred window cut into it. The light that now shone through that window was the only source of illumination. It was apparently morning in Ashawzut.

He could feel the hard shape of the pistol pressing against his inner thigh, but had no way to remove it, and no place to hide it if he could have. He was in dire need of assistance. Pulling his knees up as closely to his chest as he was able, he pushed off with his feet and alternately used each cheek of his buttocks to crawl slowly across the floor until his back was up against the wall. Then with the wall there to support him, he was able to push himself to his feet and then hop, in an ungainly and unbalanced fashion, over to the door.

There was a plentitude of activity beyond it. He could see little of what was transpiring, but he could hear the clank of many lizards moving about mixed with the sounds of different arena equipment being dragged across the floor. There was also, as he had hoped, one of the dogs present. She looked much like Regulus, only smaller and with grayish-white markings on her legs, chest, and face. She lay in the hallway against the far wall, her eyes riveted to the window of the cell door.

As soon as O’Keefe’s face appeared through the bars, the dog’s ears stood upright as if she lived only to hear his voice. “Bring Regulus,” O’Keefe whispered, in a voice that even he could hardly hear. But the dog heard, and she immediately rose to trot away down the corridor.

O’Keefe turned, hopped away from the door, put his back to the far wall and slid down until he was once again seated. He waited, each minute seeming like hours, while his bindings became more painful with every throbbing heartbeat. But at last he began to feel the tenuous but now familiar touch of Regulus’ mind floating at the edge of his consciousness, becoming more potent and concrete with each passing moment. Soon the dog was within range to communicate.

We’ve got a problem, O’Keefe thought.

So tell me, came the immediate reply, so brimming with confidence that O’Keefe felt instantly buoyed.

I have the gun, but I’m tied hand and foot. And there is no place here to hide it. They’re going to find it when they come to take my clothing.

Do not worry, my friend, Regulus answered. The pack will protect you. See the door. It is small is it not, small enough that no dragon may enter. Some of your own, servants of the Slayer, will come to ready you for the arena. Once they are with you, it matters not what they find, because we will also be in attendance. It is normal procedure for members of the pack to be present when an inmate is readied for punishment; the dragons will see nothing amiss in that. After all, guards will be needed to watch such a dangerous prisoner as yourself. O’Keefe felt the laughter in Regulus’ thoughts. We will see to it that you keep the weapon, and we will make certain that those who see you with it will tell no one what they have seen.

Regulus felt a lot more confident than O’Keefe did. You know, the Earther thought, there is a better than even chance that I will fail here rather than succeed. What happens when I’m dead out on the arena floor and Elorak still runs this place? Any of her lackeys that see this gun will implicate you in the plot; you know they will. How will you keep that from happening, kill them all before they can talk?

Regulus’ thoughts exuded calm. There will be no need, he stated. What will they say? That we mere canines were colluding with the prisoners? Ha! The bitch of Ashawzut will never believe that. She will instead kill her own servants for allowing you to bring the weapon onto the floor undetected. We are but dumb animals, fit only to serve those who would feed us. We will look at her with cocked heads and puzzled eyes as if we understand nothing, and she will laugh at our accusers’ stories even as she butchers them. But that is irrelevant, as you will not die. The Creator will not allow such as her to rule in arrogance forever. Have faith, Achilles, and together we shall triumph.

Yeah, thought O’Keefe, without conviction.

Regulus took the spot the other dog had vacated outside the door while several other members of the pack loitered about at various points up and down the passageway. The lizards, oblivious to any danger in the dogs’ presence, repeatedly rolled past them in the hallway, each of the guards assuming they were there only to protect the area. Regulus kept his thoughts to himself, yet O’Keefe could sense that the dog was still quite comfortable with the way events were unfolding. The sensation bolstered his own sagging morale appreciably.

Suddenly there was an end to the long silence, as Regulus’ thoughts erupted into O’Keefe’s mind. They will be coming for you soon. The arena is nearly full.

As always, the shared percipience of the dogs gave Regulus the insight to correctly judge the situation. Within minutes three toadies, escorted by a lizard and two dogs, arrived at the cell door. The lizard punched a code into a key pad to the release the lock, and then pushed the door open. “Prepare him,” it said to the toadies, its sibilant lizard speech leaking from its mouth between flicks of its forked tongue. “I return later.”

It turned to the dogs. “Guard!” it commanded them, and then rolled away, apparently sure of its safety and superiority.

Addlepated beast, Regulus thought disparagingly. This is going to be even easier than I had at first assumed.

The men entered the cell, followed by the dogs, with Regulus slipping across the corridor and through the closing door as soon as the lizard guard had rolled out of his path. The Akadeans pulled O’Keefe roughly to his feet, loosed his bonds, and began to undress him until he pushed them forcefully away. They looked to the dogs as if expecting support, but the animals simply stood stolidly shoulder to shoulder, the two escorts on either side of Regulus, blocking the door and making no move to intimidate O’Keefe into submission. Their bodies filled half the chamber.

The most assertive of the toadies finally found the wherewithal to speak. “Subdue!” he said in a commanding tone directed at the dogs, all the while pointing at O’Keefe.

O’Keefe grabbed the finger the man had stuck out in his direction and twisted it backward until the Akadean cried out in pain. “Shut up!” O’Keefe ordered. “I hate to disappoint you, you little shit, but they don’t work for you. They’re on my side. Now you three sit your narrow asses down in the corner over here and be quiet, or I’ll have them rip your damn throats out. Okay?” The three men looked at O’Keefe in disbelief until the dogs stepped forward menacingly, baring their teeth. Suddenly the toadies could not find the corner fast enough, falling over each other and landing in a heap, whimpering.

O’Keefe shook his head disdainfully at their sudden, complete enfeeblement before quickly beginning to shed the rest of his clothing. After pulling down his trousers, he wrestled the pistol away from his leg and laid it carefully on the same side of the cell as the door and the lackeys, where no curious lizard guard could see. Soon he stood naked before his would be preparers.

“Hand over the diaper,” he commanded, and one of the three men reached into the small bag he carried and offered up the small white garment.

To O’Keefe’s surprise and relief, it was made of much stronger material than its appearance had suggested. And after donning it, he also found that it could be fastened tightly with Velcro-like strips, tightly enough that it was not going to fall off even with the weight of the Colt inside. He reached for the gun, removed it from its holster, and checked the clip one last time before pushing it back up into the stock. He then pulled the slide back sharply and released it. The recoil spring pulled it back with an ominous metallic click, pushing the top round in the magazine into the firing chamber as it did so. O’Keefe engaged the thumb safety before carefully placing the weapon inside the swaddling cloth, directly in front of his crotch.

That arrangement simply did not work. Although strong, the fabric was also elastic and tight. The outline of the gun was plainly visible beneath it. O’Keefe thought for a moment before pushing the stock of the weapon between his legs so that only the narrow, top edge of the barrel pushed out the fabric in front. Then he reached down to pick up his discarded shirt, and ripped it into two pieces. He folded the larger piece into a rough square, and stuffed it down into the front of his garment. The effect was to soften the sharp outline of the barrel that was pushed into the fabric of the breechclout. “Well, how do I look,” he asked Regulus.

Rather well endowed, the dog thought to him. But much less obvious than before. The imbecile dragons will not sense anything amiss from the bulge, but the Slayer may. Being human, she is well acquainted with your physiology, and she has repeatedly shown that she can be a capable observer. You are an aberrant though; mayhap she will think the protuberance a peculiarity of your kind. That is far from certain however.

O’Keefe sensed Regulus’ anxiety but did not share it. “It won’t matter,” he said. From what Bart tells me, her shield is nearly as blurring to her eyes looking out as it is to ours looking in. She won’t be able to see anything wrong as long as it is functioning and she is any more than a few paces away. And when she gets in close enough, it will be too late. I’m more concerned about staying in a condition to shoot straight until she comes out onto the floor. After I hang from the noose and then have to fight the lizards, I’m not going to be in very good shape. I plan on taking a dive as soon as I can, but I’ll have to make it look good, or she will definitely be suspicious, which is the last thing I need. I’m certain she will come out on the floor to finish me off after all the gall I laid on her in the barracks last night; I’ve no doubt about that, but I want her to be sure of herself and absolutely confident that I can do nothing to harm her. I want her ready to drop that shield and spit in my face.

What I mean to say is that I am going to be hurt and disoriented, so I’m depending on you. You’re going to have to tell me when I look beat up enough to collapse, and you’re also going to have to tell me when it is time to make my move against Elorak. I’m going to be basically playing dead out there, so I won’t be able to watch her as she comes across the floor to execute the coup de grace. The moment it looks like she is going to drop the shield, you have to let me know.

Regulus returned the mental equivalent of a sigh. He was suddenly viscerally uncertain of the plan that he had been so cocksure of only a short time earlier. O’Keefe could feel that his faith was still strong, as was his intellectual approval of a ploy that seemed to offer their best, if not only, chance of success. It was his emotions that balked—his canine instinct to protect a packmate—that now interfered with his ability to confidently proceed. O’Keefe was suddenly certain that it would be difficult to keep Regulus on the sidelines while he suffered at the hands of the guards.

You stay put, he warned the dog. I know you’ll be wanting to attack something, but you’re going to have to restrain yourself. If you lose it, and come running out on the floor, they are going to know something is wrong and the game will be up. So you just keep cool until the bitch is dead. Hear me?

I hear you, replied Regulus, but O’Keefe felt an echo from the big canine’s mind that said that the alpha of Alphas would do as he saw fit regardless of any human directives. O’Keefe shrugged it off, knowing that there was nothing more he could do about it in any case. Instead he turned his attention to the three toadies who still cowered in the corner.

“You three,” he said harshly, “listen up. When I go out there, you are going to go about your business as if everything is fine. If this works out right, you’ll have a pretty good chance of staying alive. But if you go running off at the mouth, make no mistake, the dogs will kill you. And they will do it before you can tell your story, too, so it won’t do anyone any good if you try to squawk. Do we understand each other?” Regulus took a step forward, standing closely at O’Keefe’s side as if to underscore the threat.

One of the lackeys gulped, nodding his head fervently before stammering out an affirmative and glancing back and forth at his cohorts for their agreement. To his obvious relief they were nodding wide-eyed as well, happy to agree to anything that would lessen their immediate peril. O’Keefe found himself despising the men as if they were nothing more than vermin, but quickly caught himself. Hell, he thought, they’d never even heard of a concentration camp until they found themselves in one. They’re just trying to stay alive any way they can. Then he caught himself again, realizing that just maybe other men had died so that these three could have their status elevated. Many of Elorak’s favorites had been snitches before they had become toadies. Abruptly any pity he felt for the three men dissipated entirely.

You must hurry, Regulus chimed into his thoughts. The dragons approach, and you are unbound. You must have one of them tie your hands.

“Good Lord,” O’Keefe said under his breath, angry at himself at forgetting something so obvious and so important. He quickly picked up one of the lengths of cord that lay on the floor. “You!” he said, pointing at the lackey who had spoken only a moment before. “Tie my hands.” He turned his back on the man and crossed his wrists over the small of his back. “And don’t get any cute ideas, either,” he ordered.

The man did not. With all three dogs watching his every move, he quickly tied O’Keefe’s wrists tightly together and, once he was done, was only too happy to retreat back into the relative safety of the corner with his two friends. Only moments later two guards rolled to a stop outside the door. “Bring out prisoner,” one of them hissed.

O’Keefe motioned to the cowering inmates, and all three fearfully got to their feet. They escorted him to the door, one of them reaching past him to pull it open, while Regulus and one of his packmates observed intently and kept themselves close aboard the toadies’ flanks. The third dog eased around the group to where O’Keefe’s discarded holster lay on the floor. The animal grasped the leather in his teeth and repeatedly chomped at it, drawing more and more of the leather into his mouth until none of it could be seen.

As the door swung to the side, O’Keefe was greeted by the sight of a lizard’s green face, its long neck bent into an inverted U shape so it could look directly into the room. The head hung suspended in front of O’Keefe, the lizard staring at him through yellow irises. Its long tongue flicked past its teeth repeatedly.

“Human,” it said. “Know me, human? I have memory of you.” As it spoke it pointed a crooked and sharply clawed finger at O’Keefe’s chest. “You insult on first day here. Then hide to escape. No hide today. Ready I am for this.” The creature whistled slightly on every S. “Come human. Come for death. Come to arena. You die; I enjoy. Come.”

As it spoke, it reached out a clawed hand and grabbed O’Keefe by the left bicep. With reptilian strength it effortlessly pulled him out of the cell and threw him to the floor of the corridor, its claws raking bloody rents down the inside of the Earther’s upper arm. “Walk, human,” it said, and at the same moment it rolled forward on its treads, filling the corridor with acrid exhaust. O’Keefe scrambled awkwardly to his feet just in time to avoid being crushed beneath the steel tracks and walked quickly forward, all the while sensing mounting rage from Regulus. As he walked away down the passageway he looked back over his shoulder in time to see the dog who carried the holster peel away from the group unnoticed and follow the lackeys from the cell. Other dogs joined him as the toadies moved farther down the corridor.

The tunnel O’Keefe was being forced through had no intersections or openings along its length. It appeared to run in a straight line to the arena, undoubtedly designed that way to avoid any last minute escape attempts by the condemned. The mute company moved steadily forward—O’Keefe in front, flanked by two dogs; Regulus on his left and an unknown on his right; and followed by two guards clanking along in single file. The floor beneath his feet canted slightly upward, making it difficult for O’Keefe to stay ahead of the lizards without tiring.

Regulus walked easily at his side, the top of his head slightly above the level of O’Keefe’s shoulder. At this range his presence was particularly intense, and despite the forceful pitch of his emanations, his closeness was a comfort to O’Keefe. How much further? he thought to his friend.

Not far, came the simple reply, but it was immersed in a boiling cauldron of emotions. Although he walked at O’Keefe’s side as if he were an enforcer on behalf of Elorak, his mind was still coiled to strike at the guards. The damage the lizard had done to O’Keefe’s arm had put the dog in full protection mode. The rational part of Regulus’ mind was nearly unreachable; the aura that streamed into O’Keefe was simply that of an instinctual predator with his blood up. O’Keefe feared that even the slightest deviation from the plan would unhinge the dog’s self-control, and any serious harm done to O’Keefe in the process would release an unreasoning fury.

Just calm down, Regulus, O’Keefe thought, trying to keep a lid on the dog’s seething psyche. We’ve got a job to do, and you are going to have to keep cool or I’m telling you, you’ll screw things up. Okay?

I will behave as an insensate servant of the dragons and merely observe for as long as I see fit, but I am the alpha of Alphas, and when I deem that action is necessary, such action shall be taken. It was not the reply that O’Keefe had desired, but he understood that there was nothing he could do to control what Regulus would or would not do. He had to content himself with the knowledge, made plain by the swirling undercurrents of the dog’s thoughts, that his savage desire for immediate bloodletting had receded, at least for the moment.

The passageway suddenly seemed brighter ahead. O’Keefe lifted his eyes from the corridor floor and through the foul and gloomy air could see light ahead. The door to the arena floor was swinging open. A few seconds later they walked through it and out into the stadium.

Regulus and his packmate trotted away to take their places against the surrounding circular wall. One of the lizards clanked away as well, but the other one; the vengeful one; grabbed O’Keefe by the arm and pulled him roughly across the floor toward the opposite side, directly toward Mada Elorak.

O’Keefe looked around as he trotted, trying to keep pace with the guard, the difficulty of doing so increased by having his arms bound behind his back. At least they had not bothered to bring shackles for his legs, he thought.

Around him, the stands were densely packed with a sea of dust covered, sweating humanity. He briefly wondered where his two friends were, and quickly dismissed the thought as irrelevant. And though he had studied the arena from a tactical standpoint each time he had attended a punishment, the details of the place were never so graphic to his mind as they were at that moment.

The titanic cavern was as dreary as it was large. The roughly carved, gray stone was its sole feature, punctuated insignificantly by the dull patina covering the chain link cages and the gray of the prisoner’s garb. The only spots of color in the entire structure were Elorak’s gilded perch and the shiny green scales that covered the upper body of the lizard guards.

The prisoners locked in the stands were largely silent. The only sounds audible to O’Keefe were the rumble of the lizards’ diesels and the grinding of steel treads. The cavernous bowl reeked, as it always did during punishments, of diesel exhaust while the ever-present dust hung limply in the air before whirling in eddies behind him and the guard, mixing with the belching fumes the lizard spewed in its passing. Irritating bits of light reflected from the shiny chromium skin of Elorak’s assault robot into O’Keefe’s eyes, causing him to wince slightly, as he looked up to see the goddess of Ashawzut sitting languidly upon the chaise that topped her litter, watching as the guard dragged O’Keefe before her.

As he and the guard neared the wall beneath and to the left of Elorak’s seat, she dismounted and walked to the head of the staircase that led to the floor, looking out over the cages that held the crowd. Her amplified and sadistic voice echoed loudly through the arena. “I have a special treat for you, and for myself as well, this morning. I have the man you call ‘the aberrant,’” she said with a flourish. “The man who thought himself equipped to fight for the Dominion, the man who rises head and shoulders above your own craven and contemptible selves, but a man who has nonetheless been disobedient and who will die just as easily at our hands as would you. The time has come for him to pay the price for his crimes. Watch and learn. Understand that no one, even the largest and the strongest among you, escapes the justice of the Dominion.”

There she halted her speech and turned her gaze down on O’Keefe, speaking directly to him. “Because you hail from a gallant race of the ston, I will grant you a stonliata’s death. One of my guards holds a grievance against you, and has requested the chance to face you alone. As I have affection for those who serve me well, I have granted him this opportunity for vengeance.

“This will be your punishment. You will fight Manka, my trusted servant, to the death. The spectacle will not end until the heart of one of you is stilled. If you should somehow succeed and slay my guard I will make your death swift and painless. If you do not, he will be free to dispose of you in any way he pleases. And as my reptiles are notorious for their penchant of enjoying the suffering of others, I feel certain he will not be nearly so kind to you as I would be. So fight well, Earthman, or you will be facing a very long and painful death.” She smiled as if in anticipation of seeing exactly that before moving her gaze to the guard. “Let the contest begin,” she snapped, then turned her back on both of them as she strode back to her elevated seat. As she retreated, the guard dragged O’Keefe to the center of the arena.

Holy shit, O’Keefe thought along the way. His strategy had always been predicated on Elorak being so livid at his insubordination and such a slave to her own hatreds that she would have no choice but to descend to the arena floor to apply the killing blow. Now suddenly he was committed to a death match with a monster. At once real fear—sweat inducing, terrible dread—slithered down the length of O’Keefe’s spine. I’m going to die out here, he thought, slowly, torturously, at the hands of this cold-blooded nightmare of a beast. His thoughts turned to the forty-five between his legs, thinking he could gun down the guard if he could find no other way to slay it. But he wasn’t sure that the three slugs he had left would kill a lizard. After all, they had no hearts and what little brain they possessed wouldn’t make a very large target. And even should he bring the beast down, Elorak would simply kill him from where she sat, and all would be for naught. His death would then be truly meaningless.

No! That will not be allowed. The pack is strong, but also flexible. The Slayer has introduced a variable that changes our plan, but the pack has adapted. It has been decided even as we sit and wait that, for good or for ill, we are committed to battle on this day. We will enter the fray before you fall. The dragons will be confronted here, while our packmates in the corridors impede the Slayer’s progress to her den, so that you may chase her down. If we are defeated, so be it, but at least we will die with honor and courage. And there is great meaning in those august concepts. This day will have much significance, regardless of what destiny has decreed for its outcome. Regulus’ thoughts had the texture of tempered steel, and steadied O’Keefe.

The lizard released his arm as O’Keefe communed with Regulus and an instant later he felt the ropes fall away from his wrists. He turned in time to see the beast replacing the long, serrated knife in its scabbard, just below where the base of its long neck joined the armored vehicle. It then opened a compartment atop its undercarriage and pulled out two long whips, both with sharpened metal blades woven into their tips. One it threw to the floor at O’Keefe’s feet. The other it raised and struck with, drawing blood from O’Keefe’s back even as he knelt to claim his own weapon. He cried out, but stood and faced his attacker.

“You motherfucker,” he spat through clenched teeth, too angry now at the premature strike to be afraid. “I’m going to have your brain in my fist in about two minutes.”

“You big talk, human,” the lizard growled above the noise of its engine. “But talk no help now. I kill many humans. Now you die like all rest, but you die slow. I enjoy much.”

O’Keefe pointed at the guard with the hand that held his whip. “Good luck, shit for brains,” O’Keefe raged. “Because whoever you’ve killed, you’ve damn sure never killed a Marine and trust me, you’re not starting today.”

The guard merely laughed, fumes erupting from under the rear of the its tracked body as it lurched into motion. It warily circled counterclockwise around O’Keefe as the Earther stood centered, turning to keep his front to the lethal machine/creature. Occasionally the lizard would circle in closer to O’Keefe and crack the whip at him, but he was quick enough to avoid most of the attempted blows. However, some inevitably found their mark, and it was not long before O’Keefe was suffering from several bloody and painful wounds.

His own attempts to strike back at his opponent were not nearly as successful. O’Keefe had never used a whip in his life, and what blows he was able to land did little if any damage to the thick, scaly covering of his adversary.

In his mind he felt incoherent animal rage rising from the side of the arena as Regulus had nearly reached the breaking point. The dog was seconds away from leading the pack on a charge. No! O’Keefe commanded forcefully. Don’t you dare! This one’s mine, and I’m going to kill the bastard! The force of his emotion blunted the dog’s ardor until it was under control again, if held back only by a slender thread of resolve.

Time seemed to slow for O’Keefe as the battle progressed. The whip seemed to lighten in his hand. Every sense he possessed was heightened far beyond even the enhanced amplitudes with which Dr. Beccassit had equipped him. He saw everything—the dust patterns raised by the treads of the guard, the angles of its wrist bones as it drew back to strike with the whip, even the individual scales around its reptilian eyes. He could clearly see the lids of those eyes nictitating horizontally across the planes of the irises as if filmed in slow motion.

And yet, everything outside of the immediate sphere of battle faded to insignificance. The men crowded together in the stands may as well not have existed. He was unaware of the sounds they raised, the smattering of cheers at his every strike coming from those still not cowed enough to stand by silently. Elorak and the rest of her guards meant nothing to him. Even the presence of Regulus was at length swept aside as only data of critical importance to the single combat was allowed to enter his conscious mind.

But despite his adrenaline-soaked senses and musculature, O’Keefe was still making little progress. His skill with the whip was increasing with each attempted blow, but not nearly at the rate that would be necessary to save his life. Meanwhile the guard was making a point to turn into him now and again while reducing its speed, forcing him to back away with rapidity, draining his stamina, and simultaneously increasing the accuracy it attained with its own lash, as it had a lesser need to compensate its aim for its movement across the floor. A dozen welts now oozed thick blood through rents in O’Keefe’s skin.

At this rate the lizard would reduce him to a quivering mass of flesh before it had suffered any significant damage at all. O’Keefe knew that seizing the offensive was paramount if he were to survive, and he knew it had to be done soon. He began to intentionally slow his movements, baiting the beast by feigning exhaustion beyond that which he felt, enduring strikes that he could have evaded merely to draw the lizard in. It seemed to be working. The guard kept rolling closer and closer to O’Keefe before pivoting away. At last, sensing victory, the beast moved nearer to him than at any other point during the contest and slowed almost to a crawl. When it drew back its arm to snap the whip, O’Keefe reversed his retreat and instead charged. In a moment of utter ferocity he screamed at the top of his lungs and sprinted directly at the guard. The lizard’s simultaneous flick of its whip missed its mark, landing long. The body of the whip fell across O’Keefe’s left arm, the arm he was holding up and out to protect his face. He twisted the whip around his forearm as he ran, winding the weapon into his clenched fist.

The guard, instinctively aware of the danger, tried in vain to free the scourge from O’Keefe’s clutches as it reflexively stopped to shift into reverse. Its powerful, genetically engineered muscles pulled up and back on the handle of the whip at the same time as its chassis came to a halt. But its action did not free the lash; it only tightened the wrap of the weapon around O’Keefe’s arm. The upward heave did jerk O’Keefe off the floor however, nearly pulling his shoulder from its socket and swinging him into the angled metal front of the lizard machine’s hull and then dragging him aboard it. The force of the blow felt as if it had collapsed the ribs in O’Keefe’s chest. Pain shot through his torso. Only the upward pull of the guard’s whip kept him from sliding off the armor and onto the floor in front of his attacker.

But the collision with the unyielding steel had stunned him to the point where his fingers lost their grip. The whip uncoiled from around his forearm and the guard finally yanked it from his grasp, but not before O’Keefe was able to wrap his other arm securely around the base of the lizard’s neck to hold himself atop its steel body. As his left arm descended from having the whip torn away, O’Keefe transferred his own whip to that hand and locked that arm around the lizard’s scaly trunk. Pain from his injured left shoulder burned blackened pathways into his mind, and yet he forced his muscles to hold fast. And now his right hand, his gun hand, was free.

Somewhere deep in the lizard’s dull mind alarms sounded at what was about to happen, but it was too late. It had reared back to pull the whip free from O’Keefe, and its long neck had carried its short arms too far from its undercarriage to tear the human from its hull. In the half second the lizard’s mistake afforded him, O’Keefe drew the lizard’s knife from its scabbard and buried it to the hilt in the misbegotten creature’s neck and held it there, twisting it as much as he was able in order to do the maximum amount of violence to the reptile.

The guard’s neck had been arching back downward even as O’Keefe had impaled it, and almost immediately after the knife struck home, taloned reptilian fingers raked deep gashes across his naked back, from the top of his buttocks up to his shoulder blades, as the beast scraped him off its hull and threw him to one side where he landed in a bloody heap on the arena floor. The knife was torn from his grasp and skittered across the stone, out of his reach. But the damage had been done. In the action of sweeping O’Keefe away, the lizard had also pulled the razor sharp blade of its knife through over half the tissue of its neck, ripping a jagged slash through its scales from the side of its throat to the point where the knife had caught on its vertebrae and was loosed from O’Keefe’s clenched fist.

The wound elicited a hideous shriek of pain from the guard. Arterial blood spurted like a fountain from the gash. The creature dropped its whip and clumsily lowered its neck to where its hands could grasp at the gory tear with its bony fingers, trying desperately to stem the flow of crimson ichor that already stained the front of its armored hull and dripped heavily to the dusty floor beneath it.

O’Keefe, meanwhile, had been nearly knocked unconscious, first by the lizard’s fierce blow and then by the impact of his head against the stone when he had landed. He had just managed to get to his hands and knees when the guard threw back its head and bellowed a terrible and tormented war cry. Then it thundered toward him as fast as its diesel would propel it, both its hands still frantically attempting to hold its shredded throat together. O’Keefe turned his head at the sound just in time to see a wide, metal track rolling toward him and only a few feet away. The beast, now bereft of its weapons and the use of its hands, meant to crush him. He rolled on to his side, folding into a fetal position. The move allowed him to slip between the treads, avoiding one by only inches.

As the guard rolled over him O’Keefe was surprised to see that its underside was not armored like that of Terran military vehicles. At the last second he reached out and caught the axle that ran between the machine creature’s rearmost sprockets in the crook of his still good right arm. The rotating shaft was coated with the rough and dry residue of Ashawzut, and it abraded the skin from the inside of his arm as it turned. His nearly naked body scraped sideways across the arena as the lizard slewed around to make another pass at its intended victim. The motion also had the torturous effect of pressing his bare flank flush against the hot metal of the lizard’s exhaust, burning him severely. O’Keefe ground his teeth into each other with all his strength to avoid screaming at the pain. Yet still he did not release his hold on the axle.

The lizard slowed, and then stopped, its head turning this direction and that atop its bent neck, looking for the enemy that should have been reduced to a gory pulp of pulverized bone and macerated flesh. Instead it saw only the crimson trail of its own fluids. It threw back its head once more and let loose another hideous cry before speaking. “Human!” it hissed loudly, its voice near delirium with pain and loss of blood. “Where human? How to hide now, when no place I see?”

Beneath the beast, O’Keefe released his hold on the axle. He dropped the whip and pulled the remnant of his shirt from between his legs. It was already wet with his blood, but he soaked it by wiping it quickly over his chest. He wadded it up, and pushed it into the guard’s exhaust, holding it there with two fingers. Regaining the whip with his other hand, it took all the strength he still possessed to ram the butt end of the handle as far inside the rounded exhaust outlet as he was able, the handle’s fattened center sealing the outlet and sticking fast. The effort sent waves of searing agony pulsing through his ribs and left shoulder, and ripped a scream from his lungs.

The guard, belatedly realizing O’Keefe’s whereabouts, pulled away as if to turn and charge in another attempt to run down its quarry. It did not make it far. The tracks rolled a few yards before the lizard’s hull lurched once, then twice before the engine seized, immobilizing the creature a mere twenty feet in front of O’Keefe. He pushed himself to his knees, his chest heaving and his body abused from a myriad of injuries. He remained where he knelt for some time, watching; as the lizard howled piteously and flailed about in its death throes. At last its long neck sank forward to the floor, its jaw striking with enough force to send an audible thud issuing across the arena.

O’Keefe forced himself to his feet and made his way to where the guard’s long knife had come to rest. He bent to retrieve it as rivulets of blood from the gashes the lizard had opened across his back streamed down over the cloth that covered his buttocks. Rising, he turned and walked slowly, unsteadily, past the steel hull of the guard to where it’s scaly head lay. He fell to his knees beside it and with what strength still remained in his lacerated musculature, buried the knife deeply into the dying beast’s skull.

But still he found the strength to rise yet again and stumble toward Elorak. After moving a dozen or so yards, he raised a clenched fist at the Vazilek and attempted a victory howl that died in his throat. With that he keeled weakly over, sprawling across the floor. Pain swept over him in waves, submerging his consciousness, fading his vision to black. The release awaiting him was seductive, and his mind clawed toward the comfort of oblivion.

She dismounts her litter. You must come back to yourself. You must remain conscious. Take hold of my thoughts. Remember your weapon. The time has come to use it. But O’Keefe could not come back. He could not take hold. He was slipping away. And yet somehow Regulus’ thoughts clutched at him, refusing him release, suspending O’Keefe’s mind on the edge of the darkness.

The locked doorway that had closed O’Keefe’s mind to Regulus during the battle had swung wide open now that the death match was settled and he was near unconsciousness. His mind was now as vulnerable as his body. Never before had he been so accessible. Now the big dog’s thoughts, suffused with devotion and concern, poured through the nanite construct in a flood, filling his mind to overflowing. Follow me, Regulus commanded. The climax of your battle is yet to come. You must follow me. At last O’Keefe’s mind, responding to a directive he could not deny, grasped toward the thoughts of Regulus and did follow; their minds intertwining, the canine’s presence a rock to which O’Keefe clung, and from which he slowly pulled himself back to sentience. The darkness receded and became fog. The fog thinned to become mist, a mist through which Mada Elorak strode, coming directly for him, her assault robot trailing in her wake. She stopped a mere ten feet from where he lay.

“You are indeed a stonliata,” she said softly, her voice unamplified, nodding slightly as if still skeptical of the battle’s outcome. “Tis a pity to kill you now, and yet discipline must be maintained. The Akadean swine must not be allowed to think there is any hope in rebelliousness. However, I have no wish to shoot you while you lie in the dust and your own blood. Rise, and face death as you deserve, with dignity.”

With his one good arm, O’Keefe painfully pushed himself to his knees, but could not stand. He labored merely to breathe, each attempt at respiration sending sharp stabs of torment through his chest and shoulder. There’s no way, he thought. I can’t even get to my feet, much less aim. How am I going to put a bullet into the shield vortex before she and her robot splatter me? He closed his eyes as he tottered there, struggling even as he knelt to keep his balance. Oh Lord, he silently prayed, help me. Give me the strength. Just one more minute is all I need.

He opened his eyes. Elorak still stood only a few yards away. He reached deliberately down into his breechclout, his hand finding the cold and now bloody steel of the Colt. He twined his fingers round the barrel, using one to push the safety down into the firing position. He tried to draw the weapon, but the grip caught between his legs. When he attempted to simply manhandle the gun up and out into his hands the barrel became enmeshed in the fold of fabric where the diaper was held tightly around his waist. It suddenly became clear to him that in his depleted condition he was incapable of freeing the weapon from its hiding place. He dimly realized he should have thought about this eventuality before. He should have modified the diaper, should have changed the position the gun, should have done something. But now it was too late.

Seeing him with his hand stuffed down between his legs, Elorak’s lips twisted into a cruel expression of disgust. “You worthless piece of filth,” she said, misunderstanding. “I give you a chance for dignity, and you would rather die with your hand on your genitals. So be it!” She reached for the blaster on the side of her boot.

O’Keefe felt Regulus explode. The big dog launched instantly from where he sat at the edge of the arena floor into a full sprint—tail horizontal, back straight, head level, limbs rhythmically propelling him forward faster than seemed possible for an animal of his size. Elorak caught sight of him out of the corner of her eye and hesitated, blaster in hand, turning slightly to see. Her machine protector sensed the dog’s movement as well. Regulus was not yet close enough to trigger its proximity defenses, and the robot’s programming would not allow it to fire before then on what was, to its computer brain, an ally. But it did rotate, its weapon systems locked on and tracking Regulus as he barreled across the arena.

O’Keefe observed the slight movement of the canister-like machine. Intuitively, he knew the rotation signified death for Regulus. The sight sent lightning shooting through his ganglia, his adrenal gland pulsed epinephrine once more, and puissance erupted in his thews. Again his senses heightened. This time they were tuned to an even higher pitch than before, his mental union with Regulus expanding his perceptions to a level never before possible. He could see the eyes of the dragons at the edge of the arena looking on uncomprehendingly. He could sense the muscles tensing in the hips of the pack as they prepared to launch themselves at the dragons’ throats. He could discern clearly the pattern of wrinkles in Elorak’s leather gloves and boots, could feel the electric wrath of her shielding. He wrenched the pistol out from the breechclout with newfound strength, incognizant of the agony that the effort sent screaming through his shoulder, unaware of the bellow that roared from between his lips. Spinning the gun in his hands until it pointed away from him, he wrapped his palm around the stock, releasing the grip safety, before using his thumb to pull the hammer back into the full cocked position. He knew, deep in his brain, that Regulus had veered away ever so slightly. He was now heading directly for the assault robot rather than Elorak. The dog knew that O’Keefe had drawn the Colt, and he meant to distract the machine long enough, by sacrificing himself, for O’Keefe to kill the Slayer with it. But that just didn’t fit into O’Keefe’s plans. Leveling the barrel and aiming at the top of the cylindrical robot, he squeezed the trigger. The bullet exploded from the barrel as Regulus was a mere stride from entering the machine’s killing zone. It impacted the metal side of the canister a millisecond before the command to fire was processed and dispatched through its circuitry. The bullet tore through the robot, wreaking havoc amidst its mechanical bowels, but not crippling it. Redundancies and backups instantly came on line and the unit continued to function.

But the impact moved it. Its stabilizers and antigravs were designed to deal with energy weapons, not the forces imparted by a forty-five caliber slug. As the bullet hit, the machine swung wildly to a near forty degree angle as it fired. Because of that the blast it aimed at Regulus went wide to the right, and by then Regulus was airborne. Before the robot could right itself and fire again, his powerful jaws closed around it and snatched it from the air, crushing it even as his big paws hit the floor. Then in typical canine fashion he took the robot and, shaking his head wildly, beat the machine repeatedly against the stone of the arena floor as bits of plastic and metal spewed from it in every direction. And all around the floor the pack heaved themselves upward, their mighty jaws and stalwart, carnivorous teeth closing around the exposed throats of bewildered dragons.

Elorak was momentarily stunned by the unexpected attack. She had turned away from O’Keefe to watch Regulus and stood as if frozen while the alpha smashed her protector. In only a moment she came to her senses, but it was time she did not have. O’Keefe had only to drop the barrel of the pistol two inches and she was in his sights. As she raised her blaster to take aim at Regulus, he loosed a second shot. It caught her directly between the shoulder blades. Her body shield protected her from the killing power of the bullet, but the simple physics of the blow knocked her face down to the floor.

She quickly rolled and turned to face O’Keefe, but as she did so, a shadow passed over the Earther from behind. It was Shaula. Landing between O’Keefe and Elorak, she raced by the Vazilek’s right side, deftly taking the woman’s blaster in her teeth and tearing it from the grip of her gloved hand. The dog raced away with it toward the far side of the arena. Hatred flamed across Elorak’s countenance.

She pulled the serrated knife—the same knife that had emasculated so many new inmates—from the sheath at her thigh and, still sure of her invulnerability, smiled wickedly at O’Keefe. Then cat quick, faster than he found conceivable for a woman with artificial limbs, she was on her feet, charging toward him with murder in her eyes. She took a step, then two, while O’Keefe steadied the Colt. The vortex at her throat was less than five feet away. Her arm was already drawn back to thrust the lethal shank into his chest when he pulled the trigger, spinning his last bullet away from the barrel amidst the gases from the burning propellant. It tracked toward its target at a rate that even Elorak’s mechanically enhanced reflexes could not foil. But the slug was aimed imperfectly. It was not going to hit the middle of the generator as O’Keefe had intended. It was slightly off target, an inch or two at most. But O’Keefe had no way of knowing that, and in the end it made no difference. The sides of the shield vortex, rather than absorbing the impact, channeled the bullet directly into the center of the shield generator. The irresistible force of the bullet’s impact shattered it and drove its wreckage, along with the steel collar that had held it, back into Elorak’s throat and through the flesh of her neck, snapping her spine and decapitating the woman as a wide spray of blood and tissue fanned out behind her.

The inertia of her body was largely mitigated by the impact, but her legs still pushed her trunk forward with enough force to collide with O’Keefe and knock him down once more, his cranium solidly impacting the arena floor. Elorak’s knife danced across the stone behind him, beyond where her body had cartwheeled to rest. Her head landed a few feet away, at an angle that allowed him, for the first time, to look into her unshielded eyes. The last things he saw before the pain engulfed him and his mind sank gratefully into unconsciousness were her lips moving with no voice and the look of incomprehension that was spread across her face. It was a face that he could now see for what it was, a face bereft of the soft focus her shield had hitherto always provided, a face scarred by an inept rehabilitation from some dreadful scorching. The same burning had probably taken her limbs. For a moment O’Keefe almost, but not quite, pitied her.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN:

Banes from Below

Lindy stood woodenly in the second level of the arena, stoically preparing to watch his friend die. The tiny hope that had been reignited within him when he learned of O’Keefe’s unlikely alliance with the dogs had been crushed when Elorak announced that the aberrant was to be forced into a fight to the death with the guard Manka. It seemed that all was lost. Ultimately he found he could not bring himself to watch the horrific scene unfolding on the floor below. Instead he sank to the stone between his fellow inmates, hugging his knees to his chest and hiding his head between them, his eyes gazing dumbly down at the steps on which he sat. Even as the murmurs of the crowd mutated to excited chatter and then to roaring cheers he could not find the will to stand and watch the contest. It was only when Steenini grabbed him under the armpits and hoisted him erect amidst the wildly screaming prisoners did he comprehend what had happened. The guard lay dead in the arena, its own dagger protruding from its skull, and Elorak now marched confidently toward O’Keefe, just as the Earther had planned all along.

Moments later she was dead, her assault robot crushed and broken into scrap while the dogs had turned on the guards. Despite their armored hulls and thick, scaly skin; they stood no chance against the onslaught of the ferocious hounds. They were vastly outnumbered, taken by surprise, and armed only with whips and spears; they were no match for the fleet agility, gnashing teeth, and coordinated pack tactics of the mentally connected dogs. In only minutes the lizards were torn from their machine bases and left to die, bloody, on the arena floor. Some few escaped into the tunnels, but Lindy was certain they would not last long, because now, along with the dogs, men released from the arena cages were pouring onto the stadium floor and out into the colony complex proper. Some few of them were arming themselves with whatever they could find—picks, shovels, kitchen utensils, anything. It was clear that soon any remaining guards would be slain.

In the middle of the arena O’Keefe still lay crumpled on the stone, unmoving. He was either unconscious or dead. But if life still stirred in him, he was more than adequately protected. One of the largest of the dogs—the black one that had mangled the assault robot—stood over him bellowing and barking fiercely, its body a bulwark between the aberrant and harm. In short order O’Keefe was surrounded by an ever growing circle of the beasts. They stood shoulder to shoulder and all faced outward, snarling viciously at anyone who dared approach them.

“Come on,” Lindy yelled to Steenini, breaking free from the trancelike state that had held them both rooted to the rock beneath them. “We’ve got to get down there.” Not waiting for an answer, he grabbed Steenini by the shirt and pulled him up the stairs toward the now open gate.

But the going was far from easy. Throngs of men milled about the exits, celebrating. The air was filled with the sound of human voices; some shouting, some laughing, some gibbering, some sobbing. Everyone, with the possible exception of Elorak’s toadies, was ecstatic at her demise and their newfound freedom, yet utterly unsure of what to do with it. It took Lindy and Steenini several minutes simply to make their way from their place in the stands out into the corridors. Once there, they had no idea how to find their way down to the arena floor.

A flash of inspiration kindled in Lindy. He turned and shouted at Steenini in order to make himself heard over the din that surrounded them. “We need to find one of the dogs. They seem to know every corner of this place.”

But try as they might, they could suddenly find none of the beasts. The whole of the canine horde seemed to have disappeared. At last they made their way to a side passage and, looking down it, saw three dogs sitting abreast of each other across its width. They did not appear to be guarding the corridor, seeming more disinterested and aloof than alert and vicious. But neither did they give ground at the approach of the two men. When both Akadeans were standing directly before them, Lindy addressed them earnestly, but carefully. There was still a great deal of suspicion in his heart for the huge animals. “We need your help,” he said. “We need to get to Hill, the man who slew the guard in the arena. Can you take us to him?”

The animals made no sign of reply, merely cocking their heads, raising their ears and looking at the two men quizzically. Lindy tried again. “We are his friends. He is injured and needs our help. We must go to him. Someone must treat his wounds. Do you understand?” Again there was no immediate sign that the dogs understood at all, but momentarily, the center canine made a series of whining noises interspersed with guttural rumbles and growls. Then it stood, turned, and retreated down the passage. Lindy made a move to follow but was stopped as the two remaining dogs closed ranks to block his way. They further pressed home their point by remonstrating with bared teeth and raised hackles until Lindy retreated a few steps.

“Come on,” Steenini said, impatient. “We’re not going to get anywhere with them. We’ll have to find the way on our own.” He turned to walk back up the passageway.

“No, wait,” Lindy called after him. “Wait a minute!” Steenini halted and turned to face him. “That dog understood everything I said, I’m sure of it,” the pilot said. “I think it went to check on something. Wait here for a while and see if it doesn’t come back.”

“All right, we’ll wait. But not long.” Steenini clearly did not like the idea of spending any significant period of time in such close proximity to the dogs. But at Lindy’s insistence the two of them remained in the corridor, fidgeting, for several minutes. Then abruptly the dog did in fact reappear. It yelped once, and its two fellows blocking the passageway abruptly moved to either side, laying down with their heads resting submissively on their forepaws. The dog yelped again, and motioned for the humans to follow with a toss of its head before padding off the way it had come.

“I got to hand it to you, Willet,” Steenini said as he gingerly tiptoed between the two recumbent giants and then set off at a trot behind their guide. “When you’re right, you’re right.” Lindy nodded while jogging at Steenini’s side, but said nothing. His thoughts were with O’Keefe, for if he wasn’t dead already he surely would be if they didn’t get aid to him quickly.

The dog loped along in a four-legged canter that was obviously a slow pace for its species, but it was still a brutal stride for the men to match. Both were nearly spent after having worked for months in the mines, and neither was entirely sure of his own ability to keep up with the dog for anything resembling an extended period. Steenini voiced his fears in the matter and Lindy acknowledged him with a grunt, but there were no other words between them. Strangely, force of habit seemed to compel them to voluntarily implement the same protocol of silence enforced upon them by the guards during the daily trips to and from the mines. But at least the lack of conversation conserved some of their energy.

After several turns down different passageways, they took a left into a dimly lit tunnel permeated with the stale and dusty smell of disuse. They ran along for about fifty yards before entering a deep stairwell. The dog easily traversed each flight, and waited at each landing, turning impatiently as the men made their way down the stairs as quickly as they were able. After descending a half dozen flights, they found themselves at the entrance to another corridor, this one only about twenty feet long. It emptied into the side of yet another tunnel, where they turned right and trotted slightly uphill, passing the cell where, unknown to them, O’Keefe had recently been held.

Lindy could see the opening to the arena ahead. As they passed through it he and Steenini found themselves surrounded by chaos. The scene laid out before them was even more macabre than it had seemed from their vantage point high above. Tank hulls were spread randomly across the floor, some still idling, all stained crimson and devoid of their reptilian controllers. The lizards themselves had been torn to shreds by the dogs. Pieces of them lay everywhere. Amidst the carnage lay also the speared carcasses of the few dogs that had been killed in the uprising. The floor was viscid and sticky with agglutinating blood while the stench of death and diesels was overpowering. Some few men meandered around the floor alone or stood about in small clusters, at a loss at what to do with no one present to order them about.

But the two friends’ canine guide darted easily through the maze of gory destruction as the former prisoners still moved instinctively out of the way of any dog that approached them. The animal turned to look back only when it had reached the edge of the barrier the pack members had formed around O’Keefe. There the dog stood and waited patiently for its two human followers as they slowly picked their way across the floor, a slight pant the only outward sign of its exertion.

As the pair approached the living parapet some of the hounds began to growl and stir restlessly until a sharp canine retort from the center of the ring silenced them. At once several of them moved aside forming a gap in their protective circle, allowing Lindy and Steenini to approach O’Keefe, but the huge bulk of the big black hound lying next to him hid most of his form from their view.

As they moved left past the dog’s withers and carefully slipped around its head, their eyes glued fearfully to its teeth as they did so, they found, much to their surprise, that there was already a prisoner there ministering to Hill’s injuries. A wizened, gaunt old man with a ring of white hair around his balding pate knelt over him; methodically salving and bandaging the various gashes, welts, burns, and scrapes that covered the aberrant’s body. O’Keefe lay on his back, his legs propped up atop a small pile of wadded clothing, presumably collected from bystanders in the arena.

Presently the wiry old man noticed them standing to the side and turned his bespectacled face up to glance at them. A slight smile creased his weathered face. “Ah, Willet,” he said urgently. “You are most welcome. You and your friend, come quickly. You must help me. He has lost a great deal of blood. He is going into shock. You two must bandage him while I go back and stitch the worst of his wounds.” He roughly rolled O’Keefe onto his stomach and stripped away the temporary bandages covering one of the long gashes left by the lizard guard’s claws.

At first Lindy stood dumbfounded, even as Steenini knelt beside O’Keefe and began to assist. He did not recognize the emaciated, white haired man at all, and yet that man had called him by name, and in a voice that was somehow so very familiar. At last recognition crept into his brain. “Beccassit,” he breathed. And then louder, “By the Rock, it is you. What have they done to you?” Lindy had to restrain himself from falling to his knees next to the doctor and embracing him.

“We’ll have time to talk later, Willet,” Beccassit said calmly, not looking up. He was already stitching closed the wound that he had bared. “Right now Hill’s life hangs in the balance, and time is of the essence. Now please help your friend bandage any spot where he is losing blood.”

“Yes, of course,” Lindy said, reddening as he knelt beside Steenini. He began to unroll bandages and tear off strips of tape, handing them to Steenini as fast as the scarred man could apply them. “Where did you come by these medical supplies?” he asked as he worked.

“From the infirmary,” Beccassit answered. “As hard as it is to believe, Elorak’s favored actually received some primitive medical care in this sewer. That was my job.” As he spoke, he continued deftly sewing up O’Keefe, quickly starting on a second gash.

“How did you get here so quickly?” Lindy asked, still amazed to find the doctor inside the ring of canines.

“One of the dogs brought me. I thought they meant to harm me at first, but apparently they knew I was a doctor. As soon as I was released from the arena, I rushed back to the infirmary for my bag and some supplies. Several dogs were already there. They seem to be much more intelligent than they have let on. In any case, one held my kit in its mouth, as if it were waiting for me. Then it led me here. I only wish I was more adequately stocked. I don’t know how much I can do for him with only these crude implements.”

Immediately O’Keefe’s protector, the big black beast, rose and was at the doctor’s side, gently pawing at his arm. “Stop it!” the doctor ordered. The dog ceased but stayed standing closely by. The doctor continued to stitch, but in a few moments was unnerved by the nearness of the animal. “Willet, the dog wants something,” he said. “See if you can take it aside and communicate with it in some way.”

Lindy stood and moved off a short distance, mildly surprised that the dog followed him. He turned to face the animal, his own eyes slightly lower than the top of the hound’s massive cranium. “What did Hill say its name was?” he shouted to Steenini.

“Regulus,” Steenini called back. Lindy was in no way surprised that his friend had been so readily able to supply him with the answer. The man never forgot anything, or so it seemed.

Lindy turned back to the dog. “Okay, Regulus,” he said slowly, “if you understand me, nod your head like this.” He demonstrated. The dog dutifully nodded in return. “All right. So nodding your head means yes is the answer to any question. Do you understand?” Lindy continued to speak very slowly and clearly, like a tutor addressing an underachieving child. The black hound reciprocated with another nod. “Great,” Lindy said, mildly excited now, but still using the same tone and cadence. “If the answer to a question is no, paw the ground. Do you understand?” The dog nodded again, but only after rolling his eyes mightily. The gesture was not lost on Lindy. “All right, sorry,” he said defensively, “but I’m not used to speaking with members of the animal kingdom.” He began to question the dog anew, only this time with greater rapidity and in his normal voice.

After a short session he found that Regulus knew where more medical supplies could be found and wanted to take Beccassit to them. Lindy communicated his findings to the doctor, who readily agreed to accompany the dog but refused to leave until he had stanched O’Keefe’s bleeding as much as possible with the supplies at hand. Lindy turned to inform the animal but it had obviously heard every word. The canine nodded and gave Lindy another sarcastic look before the pilot could even begin to speak. Lindy struggled to find an appropriate retort to the dog’s silent deprecation, started to say something uncharitable, but at length merely muttered, “Yeah,” and turned back to Beccassit.

The doctor was by now almost finished sewing up O’Keefe, with Steenini following behind him bandaging the long gashes. Immediately after he tightly taped a dressing over O’Keefe’s last visible wound he sprang to his feet as quickly as his maltreated body would allow and spoke urgently to Regulus. “I need access to the colony network,” he said to the dog. “If I can get into the system, I think I can arrange for us to get out of here. But I need an interface. I assume there is one in Elorak’s quarters, but I don’t know how to get there. Can you help me?”

The big alpha nodded and almost immediately one of the larger dogs, one with a dusty, golden coat, broke from the circle around them. It trotted over and sat attentively before Regulus. After a moment, it moved to lie down on the floor beside Steenini with its head on its forepaws, just as the hounds in the corridor had done previously. There it remained while Steenini stood waiting and unsure of what to do.

“What does this mean? What does it want?” he finally asked in exasperation. At that, Regulus stepped behind him and unceremoniously grabbed Steenini’s waistband in his teeth, hoisting the Akadean’s scrawny body into the air. The dog then deposited him onto the back of the other hound.

The animal was up and moving before Steenini was fully aware of what was happening. He grabbed at the beast’s thick coat in a panic, seeking handholds and gradually pulling himself further up the dog’s back until he was able to wrap his arms tightly around its neck. The dog then broke into a dead run across the arena and disappeared into the access tunnel, Steenini holding on for dear life, his howls of protest at their speed echoing from the mouth of the exit.

Lindy shook his head in wonder. He would have laughed at the sight if there had been any laughter left in him. But before he could ponder the implications of that thought the doctor was up and at his side. He motioned toward O’Keefe, whom he had turned to once more lie on his back. “Stay with him,” he said. “I believe he is stable now. If he comes to, just keep him still and his legs elevated until I get back.” Lindy nodded his understanding.

Beccassit turned to Regulus. “Let’s get those supplies,” he said. “And if you don’t mind and it’s not too far, I’ll walk. I’m too frail to be bounced around on the back of a sprinting dog if it is not absolutely necessary.” The dog nodded its acceptance and the two of them walked away together, Regulus anxious for more celerity and the doctor huffing and puffing along as quickly as he was able. Lindy was left alone with O’Keefe inside the ring of overwrought canines, all of them still taut from battle.

He took a seat on the floor next to his unconscious friend, wishing to help him, but not knowing anything further to do. At length, he simply took one of O’Keefe’s limp hands in his own and held it, patting the top of it every so often. Minutes passed, stretching into over a half hour, and still the doctor did not return. Lindy began to wonder if something had gone wrong but quickly put those thoughts aside as the ring of dogs still sat looking outward vigilantly, apparently no more agitated that before. He sensed that if something did go awry, his first hint of it would be increasing turmoil within their ranks.

As he watched, the beasts on one side all turned their eyes in a single direction. Lindy followed their gaze, standing and hopping up and down to catch glimpses of the arena floor between the dogs’ shoulders. Beccassit and Regulus were making their way quickly toward him. The dog carried a large leather bag gently between his teeth while the doctor held what appeared to be a rolled up stretcher in his arms. Seconds later Beccassit was yet again kneeling beside O’Keefe.

“I’m sorry to have been gone for so long,” he muttered to Lindy, “but I needed to type and collect some blood. The dog took me to an automated clinic that I knew nothing about. It was hidden in Elorak’s quarters. It looks as if it was one of the first places on the dogs’ list of areas to secure and guard once they disposed of the lizards. Your friend was already there, working at a computer terminal; he helped us gain entry into the infirmary. There is everything we need in there and more. I’ll have Hill here as good as new in no time. But first I need to get some blood into him.”

As he was speaking Beccassit had been pulling various components out of the bag that the dog had been carrying and was busily attaching one to another. A hook to a telescoping shaft of metal, the shaft to a tripod base, some clear tubing to a needle, and a transparent bag of bright red blood to the tubing. Beccassit hung the bag from the now elevated hook and quickly inserted the needle into O’Keefe’s arm. Shortly, the life-giving serum was dripping slowly into O’Keefe’s veins. Next Beccassit pulled a pistol-grip injector from the bag and began shooting measured doses of antibiotics and painkillers through the aberrant’s skin.

“All right,” he said when he was done. “Let’s get him on the stretcher and then take him up to the infirmary. There’s a molecular knitter up there that I can use to close his wounds. Once that is done I can take those stitches out straight away. It should keep the scarring to a minimum.”

Lindy and Beccassit gently pulled O’Keefe up onto his side, placed the stretcher as close to his back as they were able, and then rolled him over and on top of the canvas litter. Lindy then grasped the two handles at one end while a stranger wandering the floor was recruited to lift the stretcher from the other. The doctor walked at O’Keefe’s side, directing the aberrant’s bearers and carefully holding the transfusion assembly where it would not pull the needle from O’Keefe’s arm. The dogs, meanwhile, formed a moving shield, clearing the way, while Regulus walked opposite Beccassit, refusing to leave O’Keefe’s side.

Thankfully they did not have far to go. In the space of only a few minutes they reached a large, unapt steel door built into an opening in the ubiquitous stone walls. Several blood covered tank hulls were scattered randomly about the area and the floor was littered with the gruesome remains of reptilian guards. The door, round and nearly a foot thick, was ajar and guarded by several canines. One of them employed a clumsy paw to push it completely open as the group of humans carefully approached through the gore. Beyond the door was a burnished chamber, clearly an elevator. Lindy and the stranger placed O’Keefe inside as Beccassit followed. Not to be left behind, Regulus nosed his way in as well.

The dog’s form nearly filled the car. It was enough to make the stranger bolt from the lift; he disappeared, running, back into the crowd outside. Chills ran down Lindy’s spine. The dogs all seemed more helpful than dangerous now, but Lindy had feared the beasts for so long that the emotion that gripped him was visceral and quite beyond his control. To be locked into a confined space with one of the animals was almost too much for him to bear. He glanced at the doctor with protests in his eyes.

Beccassit, however, did not seem to be affected by the presence of the animal at all nor did he seem in any way aware of Lindy’s disquiet. Instead he touched a control panel next to him as if he were merely changing floors in the Union Academy of Sciences library. Inner door panels slid horizontally and silently shut before them. As soon as the panels were secure Lindy felt a lurch and then the slightly stomach-sickening sensation of rising at great speed. It did not last long. In only moments it abruptly ceased, and his heels felt lighter against the floor as the car rapidly decelerated to a halt. The door opened and the elevator was flooded with light; extraordinary, blinding light. More light than Lindy’s optic nerves could endure. He winced, turning his head away and instinctively squinting as his arm flew up to cover his face.

“I’m sorry Willet,” Beccassit said with genuine concern. “I should have warned you. Living below, you’ve not seen natural light for months. Stand still for a moment, and let your eyes adjust. They haven’t forgotten how; they’re just not used to it.” Lindy obeyed, and slowly he was able to take his arm from before his eyes and more slowly still part his eyelids from their squint. “There,” Beccassit said soothingly. “Better?” Lindy nodded an affirmative. “Good. Now let’s get our man here into the infirmary. Quickly now.”

Lindy picked up his end of the stretcher, two fingers of his right hand grasping the transfusion shaft as well, and followed the doctor’s lead until they were placing O’Keefe atop a medical table in what was, aside from bloody footprints, an immaculate infirmary. No mote of the ever-present rock dust floated in the air here; the infirmary fairly reeked of sterility. In response Lindy unconsciously wiped his always soiled hands on his stained gray trousers. The doctor ignored him, going right to work on O’Keefe and leaving Lindy to feel useless and in the way. He turned and shuffled out into Elorak’s former rooms.

He discovered they were enclosed in a large, transparent environmental dome. It was all that protected them from the poisonous atmosphere of the planet. Above him an enormous star hung in the yellowish sky, baking the barren and lifeless surface to oven-like temperatures. A sea of desolation surrounded the structure; rock strewn, arid soil punctuated by huge, craggy outcroppings of chiseled mountainous stone stretched out in every direction; as far as the eye could see. The vista spread before him made him shudder. He had never before spent time on a world so desolate. But more shocking still was the sight that came into view as he approached the wall of the enclosure. In the outside area immediately adjacent to Elorak’s quarters were spread the remnants of human beings, all in various stages of decomposition ranging from skeletal remains to blackened bodies. It was an abject explanation of what became of the favored who were taken up into their goddess’s quarters. Apparently the last pleasure they were able to offer her was the sight of their own choking, broiling deaths.

Lindy turned away, sickened; and began to survey other aspects of his late tormentor’s residence. The interior of the dome was starkly antithetic to the nature of its surrounds. It was fastidiously clean and ornately furnished, separated into rooms by walls whose top edges were the only reference point defining the extent of the dome. Artwork hung everywhere, and beneath his feet the carpet sank luxuriously at his every step. He walked to a sofa and took a seat, the faux leather enfolding him as the padding beneath conformed to the now sharp edges of his body. Laying his head back and closing his eyes, he relished the comfort he had stumbled into. It was a far cry from the straw mattress he had bunked on since his arrival.

To his left and further back in the dome, he suddenly heard muffled curses and recognized them as coming from Steenini. He forced himself to rise and followed the sound of the expletives, passing several sadistic looking restraining devices, until he entered a sleeping chamber and found his friend bent over a virtual keyboard, oblivious to his entry. Lindy fell loudly into the softness of the large bed that dominated the room, eliciting a start and a frightful glance from his friend, who had been sitting with his back to where Lindy now lay. “You scared me,” he said, turning back to his work. “I didn’t know there was anyone else up here.”

“I helped the doctor bring Hill in. He is working on him now in the infirmary. From what he said, I think it is all good news. It appears that our aberrant friend is going to be fine, and in the not too distant future. So all we need to do now is get off this repugnant planet.”

“Don’t fret, mate. I’m presently endeavoring to accomplish that very thing.”

Lindy sat up on the side of the bed and took a position directly behind Steenini’s right shoulder. “What are you doing exactly?” he asked.

“I am attempting to hack into the command functions of the colony network, or more precisely I am trying to make the command functions respond.” His fingers worked the keyboard furiously even as he conversed with Lindy. “I had none of the problems that I had foreseen getting in, but for some reason, even though the system appears to be accepting my commands, nothing is happening. I’m not sure what the problem is. This would be so much easier if I had voice actuation, but I don’t have the tools to trick the thing into giving me that. Damn!” he suddenly expostulated.

“What?” asked Lindy, seeing nothing worthy of note on the display and a little shaken by his seeing his genius friend exasperated.

“It’s the same thing all over again. See? Look here.” He typed in a long sequence of keystrokes. “I just commanded the system to close off access to the dock area, and the network accepted the command. Right now all the blast doors leading to the docking hangar should be closing. But I’m not getting any confirmation of that here on this board. And watch this.” He quickly typed in new commands and the display came alive with a half dozen video feeds sectioned across the screen, each showing an open doorway, guarded by two or more dogs. “There. I’ve got video feeds from all over the colony. Apparently anything deemed to be of critical importance is monitored constantly by the colony network. These are the entrances to the storerooms surrounding the dock. Not one door has moved an inch, and they should all be closed and locked down tight by now. Something’s not right here.” Then more to himself than to Lindy, he added, “I think I’ll check the power systems. Maybe there is some glitch there.”

Lindy watched as Steenini worked his way expertly into the power grid. Screens flashed by so quickly on the monitor that Lindy could not follow clearly what Steenini was doing or where he was going. Schematics gave way to video feeds, each showing various pipes and pumps, some partially obscured by jetting steam. Then there were feeds showing various scenes of destruction, one shot after another of areas covered with debris. Finally the view settled into a sectioned screen of several rubble filled shafts and corridors. “This is not good,” Steenini muttered. “This is not good at all.”

“What do you mean?” Lindy demanded, still confused.

“The network computers are operating perfectly, and we still have plenty of power, at least for the time being. Neither one of those things is the problem. That’s why it was so easy for me to get in, because the network doesn’t care.” As he spoke Steenini shook his head gravely, his face falling into an expression of embittered despair. “The Vazileks couldn’t care less whether we hack into the system. It doesn’t make any difference. This isn’t a computer problem or a power problem, it’s mechanical. The mechanical interfaces that actually do the work have been destroyed. Even the repair bots and the towing vehicles have self-destructed. That’s why so many things are not working. Apparently the systems were rigged to render themselves inoperative in the event of Elorak’s death. She must have had some sort of implanted sensor that set the program in motion.”

“So what?” asked Lindy. “We just repair the damage by hand. We have plenty of time and all we have to do is get the hangar doors open and then we just leave.”

“I wish that were true, Willet,” Steenini said flatly, swiveling in his chair as he spoke so he could face Lindy without turning his head. “But we don’t have plenty of time. The power for the colony is generated by fission reactors buried deep beneath the complex. The coolant lines are breached, the repair bots are destroyed, and the access tunnels are blocked with rubble. The reactor cores are all in the process of melting down. And there is nothing we can do to stop it. Even if we could somehow dig our way to the pumps, we’d never be able to repair them, and it is too late anyway. Soon we will have no power except the emergency batteries, and after that, nothing. There will be no air purification. It will simply be a matter of how much rubble is blocking the access tunnels as to whether we die from asphyxiation or radiation exposure.”

Both men were silent for some time before Lindy jumped up from the bed where he sat and began to stalk about the room ranting. “Fission plants? For the love of Stirga, who still builds fission plants? What is wrong with those people? What kind of fools are the Vazileks?”

“The kind of fools that are cheap and don’t mind killing people,” Steenini said quietly.

“Yeah,” Lindy answered with a sigh. He sat down heavily on the bed once more and his face fell into his hands, while he searched every corner of his mind for a way out.

“There has to be some way to get those doors open. That’s all we need.” His voice was muffled, as it came from between his palms. “Once we’re on board the ships we don’t even need the air.” His mind raced from one line of reasoning to another and back again, yet still he could find no possible solution. They had no cutting tools, no robots at their disposal, and soon they would have no power. All they had were the borers. They were independently powered, so they would still operate even after the electricity died, but what good were they? He could think of no way to raise a borer to the level of the hangar doors, and even if it were possible, and one of the machines managed to drill a hole through the ceiling of the hangar, without the field generators to contain the colony air, all they would accomplish would be to evacuate most of the breathable atmosphere to the outside. And once the pressure was equalized the colony would be open to the toxic surrounds of Ashawzut. The first hole opened would rob them of their air and in all likelihood kill them before any larger opening could be excavated. What they needed was something that would make a nice big hole in a nice big hurry.

As that thought flew across his neurons, the genesis of an idea formed in Lindy’s brain. He raised his head to look at Steenini. “We’re in the wrong place,” he said deliberately. “We need to be on those freighters. They have their own power source; they’re self-contained. Damn it all, they might even be armed. I mean, they’re Vazilek aren’t they? We need to get down to the hangar!”

Steenini was already out of his chair, trotting from the room. Lindy followed close behind. The two of them practically ran over Beccassit as they came storming into the living area. “Where’s the dog!” Lindy demanded.

“He is in the infirmary,” replied Beccassit, as the two men rushed by him in that direction. Lindy heard the doctor’s voice continue behind him. “It’s the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. The dog won’t leave his side; the beast just sits there with his head lying on the table next to Hill’s. I’d rather he not be in there at all but… Hey, what is going on anyway?”

“We need to get to the ships,” Lindy shouted back to him. Both he and Steenini fairly sprinted into the infirmary, nearly colliding with the bulk of Regulus as they did so. Within the confining walls of the small room, the dog looked every bit as prodigious as it had in the elevator. Lindy, ignoring his fear, stepped carefully around the animal until he could look into the dog’s eyes.

He began to speak excitedly. “We need your help again,” he said. “We must get past your friends and gain entry to the ships in the dock. We’ll all die here if we don’t find a way out of this place in a very short time. Do you understand me?”

In reply Regulus stood and gently pushed his way past the humans. The dog loped to the elevator door and stood there waiting until the two men jogged up beside him and Lindy pressed the recall button. The doors opened immediately, and the three practically fought each other to gain entry. Beccassit crossed the room and squeezed in after them, just before the doors slid shut. “What about Hill?” Steenini asked, an implication of negligence in his tone.

Beccassit smiled, ignoring the slight. “There is nothing more I can do for him, and nothing more needs to be done for him. He won’t wake up for hours, and even if he does come to before my return, I hardly think our aberrant friend will be too terribly traumatized by finding himself alone. After all, the man just killed an armored reptile twenty feet tall with no help from any of us. I think he will be fine. Just push the button.”

The doctor’s logic, as usual, was unassailable, and Steenini yielded with a shrug and did as he was told, pushing the button that sent the elevator plunging into the depths of Ashawzut. Shortly, they were back in the warren of corridors that only the dogs seemed able to precisely navigate, passing large and small groups of men milling about without purpose. The group moved quickly, following Regulus, while along the way Steenini explained their dilemma to the doctor. When they reached the hangar, Regulus gave a knowing look to the two dogs at the entry and they moved aside to let the group pass.

The floor was empty of men and all three of the ships appeared not to have been tampered with. Apparently the dogs had anticipated the need to secure the vessels just as they had with Elorak’s quarters and Beccassit’s dispensary. They had purposely kept everyone out. Lindy was becoming more impressed with their acumen at every turn. He pointed at one of the pair of larger freighters. “Let’s try that one,” he said, and the three men started off toward the ship, leaving Regulus behind with his two packmates.

As the men walked briskly across the huge expanse of the hangar, Lindy questioned Steenini. “Are you sure you can get us into this thing?”

“Absolutely,” came the strained but confident reply. “These aren’t fighting ships. They’re freighters. They’re automated. By their very nature they have to be accessible to an ever changing assemblage of people, robots, and machine creatures all along their supply routes. It’s much cheaper for the Vazileks to use on site security than to outfit each of their ships with protection compatible with everyone that needs access to them. Now that there are no guards to keep us from getting close to them it’s merely a matter of pressing the right buttons.” Lindy was still dubious, but Steenini laughed, or at least attempted to, for as usual when he was exerting himself his mirth turned into a short series of coughs. “Don’t worry, Willet, just watch me work,” he averred, once he regained his breath.

They crossed under the shadow cast by the fat cylinder that comprised the hull of the ship as Steenini led the way to the nearest pair of support struts, one of six that kept the freighter’s bulk nearly parallel to the hangar floor, its nose only slightly higher than its tail. There was a control panel embedded into the strut at about chest height. Steenini pulled open the transparent cover, reached into it to touch the pressure sensitive display, and immediately a square section of the great vessel detached itself from the hull, pivoting down from its lower edge at a spot just where the support strut joined the hull of the ship. Once it was parallel to the ground it smoothly descended to the floor, moving along a track attached to the side of the landing strut. When it stopped a few inches above the stone, a gate in the railing that surrounded the platform swung open to admit the men.

There was another panel aboard the lift, attached to the railing, that looked identical to the one Steenini had located in the support strut. As soon as the gate was closed and latched behind them, Steenini again punched in a command and the platform rose back up to the opening in the side of the freighter. There, the railing parted on the side of the platform adjacent to the ship, giving the group access to its interior. They stepped into an airlock, where Steenini yet again engaged a panel that caused an inner hatch to move aside. Moving forward, they entered a claustrophobic, darkened corridor, floored with steel grating and constricted by numerous conduits and piping running down and across the width of the overhead and at points along the sides of the walls as well.

Steenini turned to a flat-panel display next to the egress from the airlock and spoke to it. “Cammatch,” he said. A green arrow, pointing left, immediately began to flash on the display. “Let’s go,” he said.

“What is cammatch?” asked Lindy.

“It’s the Vazilek word for the bridge,” Steenini answered over his shoulder, already walking away in the direction the arrow pointed.

“You understand their language?” Lindy asked as he hurried to catch Steenini, Beccassit directly behind him.

“Well, of course I do; I worked for them. You didn’t expect them to demean themselves by learning our language, did you? Even Elorak had a language chip I’m sure, and you know it must have plagued her every moment that she had to use it. But in any case, it’s not too awfully difficult to learn, as both Akadean and the Vazilek tongue appear to spring from the same root.” The group came to an open door with a green circle flashing above it. They entered, and the door closed behind them, followed by the sensation of horizontal movement.

“What do you mean they spring from the same root?” Lindy asked warily, finding the notion to be suspicious, at best.

“He means we are related,” interjected the doctor. “Did you never look at Elorak? She may have been a bit thin, and a bit pale, but she was obviously human. Somehow we share the same ancestry. The Vazileks are probably some heretofore undiscovered remnant of humanity left over from before the Cataclysm.” He spoke with a surety that was persuasive to Lindy, but the pilot was still not ready to wholly accept the idea.

“Well, she certainly did not act as if she were in any way related to us or the Rock.” Lindy stated disconsolately. “And if they are somehow related to Old Akadea and the seed of humanity,” he added, “where did they come from? We have found every colony ever listed in any of the records, or at least found evidence of the colony’s prior existence. How could we have missed the Vazileks? Isn’t it more likely that whoever they are they simply co-opted some humans they were able to capture?” Lindy’s facts were correct, but it wasn’t a very convincing denial, even to himself. There were a lot of things that had been lost and had remained lost after the Cataclysm. And if the Vazilek language was related to Akadean, they would almost have to be some kind of offshoot of Akadean civilization.

“I have a theory about that,” Beccassit said. “I believe the Vazileks sprang up from the remnants of the old fleet. Not every ship could have been engulfed in the conflagration and the aftermath. And precious few of the survivors ever showed up at colony ports, that we know as a matter of record. Some of the fleet must have survived and sailed off into uncharted space. They lived half their lives in the void as it was. With the destruction of the home world, I would bet they became nomads, never settling anywhere. But resourceful as they were, even the ancients could not build ships that were completely self-sufficient; all of them would have needed supplies and repairs at some point. Eventually it must have become much easier for them to simply take what they needed rather than attempting to pay or bargain for it. So they turned. They lost their respect for the lives of others. Then after millennia, when they happened to chance back upon others of their own species, it was only a small step for them to become aberrants, to begin preying on their own kind. I believe they are an echo from our own past, come back to haunt us.”

Lindy started to retort with another halfhearted denial but was kept from it by the door to the lift sliding aside. The three men stepped out into a cramped but deserted control room. Steenini immediately took a seat at the nearest console and started banging out commands on the control panel before him. Lindy, along with the doctor, watched over his shoulder but the screens, as before, shifted with such rapidity that neither could fully grasp what Steenini was up to. At length the man uttered a curse before banging his fist on a panel. “None of them are armed,” he said simply. “The only things these turkeys can blow up are themselves.”

Beccassit sighed, looking downcast, but Lindy’s mind, the mind of a pilot, was already exploring multiple possibilities. “What kind of selfdestruct mechanisms are we talking about here?” he asked.

“Thermonuclear weapons built into the engineering sections. They light off, then the reactors and the engines go, and then there isn’t much more than dust left for any attacker to salvage. Why?” Steenini, for all his brilliance, wasn’t yet thinking along the same lines as Lindy.

The pilot pressed his reasoning forward. “What would happen if we channeled all the power of the two big ships into their shields and then blew up the little one under the entrance to the hangar? Would the shields collapse before the door blew outward?”

Steenini looked at Lindy with a newfound respect. “Well, damn, mate,” he said softly, intrigued by the possibility. “I don’t know. But I will in few minutes.” Before the last word was completely uttered his fingers were already racing across the controls before him, pulling up megatonnage, blast coefficients, and shield generator outputs. Lindy again lost track quickly and simply waited patiently for Steenini to finish his calculations. The man continued to pull up screen after screen of computations. He powered up the com gear in the freighter and patched its electronic brain into both of the other ships and the colony network. After nearly a quarter hour of feverish activity, Steenini’s fingers quieted and the screen before him froze, a schematic of the huge hangar entry hatch displayed there.

“Damn,” he muttered again, more to himself than to the two other men present. “I can’t tell for sure. It’s too close a thing. The designs are all here, but there are no metallurgic records from the construction and no way of knowing the exact thickness of the surrounding rock, or its exact geologic structure. If the composition of the metal in the doors is as strong as it is in most Akadean usages, and the ceiling is too thick, we’ll all be burned to cinders. But if the ceiling is thin enough around the hatch, or if the structure itself is built as shoddily as everything else around here, it should blow outward before the ships incur any appreciable damage. We could test for all the missing variables of course, but there’s no time. We’d all be dead before we could finish.” He stood up to look Lindy and then the doctor in the eye. “I say try it. I can’t imagine the Vazileks doing less of a slipshod job on those doors than on any other part of the colony. They don’t appear to value our lives at all, and all the ships that come in here are unmanned. What do they care if the access doors are not of the best construction?” He paused. “Plus, I can’t think of any other way to get out of here alive, so there’s not much to lose.”

“What about the hangar machinery,” Lindy asked. We’ll never get all the people and provisions aboard without completing the unloading of these two big ones, and we’ll have to have the winches and cranes to get that done. Can you make any of that stuff work?”

“I won’t need to,” Steenini assured him. “Everything that is free standing still operates perfectly. It’s only the built-ins that are damaged; the hatches, the power plants, the ventilation system, that sort of thing. Along with the bots, of course.”

“What about the colony batteries?” Lindy asked. “Will the power last?”

“Willet, as I said previously, these are freighters,” intoned Steenini, smiling as he explained. “They’re built to interface with any and all Vazilek lading equipment. All we have to do is fire up the engineering plants and then patch the ships’ power into the machinery. I can take care of that in just a few minutes.”

“Excellent,” Lindy said. He looked to the doctor for an opinion, but Beccassit just shrugged and turned up his hands. “Well, that’s the plan then. Doctor, why don’t you go get Hill? Find some men to put him aboard this ship and then start getting everybody informed and ready. The two of us can empty these two big bastards, but we will need lots of strong backs to get all the foodstuffs out of the storerooms and into the hangar before we can start to reload. And we’ve got to find places aboard for everything and everybody. And we have to do it quickly. If I were you I’d tell that big dog, Regulus, that we need Valessanna’s husband. According to Hill he commands a lot of respect in here, or at least has the ear of the largest organized group. Get him to help you. For that matter, get the dogs to help you. They’ve had a lot of practice moving everyone around. Just make sure everybody knows that they’re on our side now. We don’t need a riot breaking out.

“Meanwhile, once we’re unloaded here, Bartle and I will taxi the smaller ship down under the doors.” Lindy turned to Steenini and spoke directly to him. “I’m pretty sure I can pilot the thing if you can identify some of the controls for me. Then you can make whatever arrangements we need to remotely light off the self-destruct mechanism. After that we’ll need to turn both of these big ones around and put them side by side.” Beccassit’s eyes widened as Lindy spoke.

“Hey, I know it’s going to be tough to get both of them through the hatch at the same time, but if we want to live through this, we are going to have to have all the shields expanded enough to cover both of these ships when the third one goes, while at the same time having both of them ready to blast out of here. If we line them up single file not only would we attenuate the shielding, but the back one would get an unprotected face full of plasma exhaust when we leave. That’s not going to work.” He raised an eyebrow at Steenini. “That further means that you will have to slave the other big boy to this one, so I can fly them both at the same time. If this is going to work these ships are going to have to do exactly what we want them to do exactly when we want them to do it, and there’s no telling if we can find another pilot here who is good enough to accomplish that. And even if we find one, you would have to teach both of us the Vazilek control interfaces well enough for us to operate synchronously. There’s no time for all that.”

Steenini laughed. “Mate,” he began, “don’t worry about me. I can take care of everything you just said all by myself and in less than an hour or two. Vazilek remote links can be a bit twitchy, what with all their security protocols. After all, unmanned ships can’t be left as easy pickings for anyone with a comm link and a computer. But I’ll get it done. The real trick is going to be you,” he looked at the doctor, “getting all of us and the provisions we’ll need aboard these two ships and then you,” he said, turning back to Lindy, “being able to fly them out of here in the midst of an explosion the likes of which none of us has ever seen. You two are the ones that are going to have to craft a bit of magic. So you had best get to it.”

He clasped both the doctor and Lindy by a shoulder, gently pushing them out of the control room and toward the lift. “Go with the doctor, Willet,” he said. “He is going to need your help, and there is nothing for you to do here until we are ready to leave. When you get to the lift just press the area on the panel that is backlit in green and it will lower you to the floor. I’ll make the rest of the arrangements from here.” With that he returned to his seat and went to work.
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Hours later, somehow everything had been accomplished. It had taken a near miracle of organization on the part of Nelsik’s men and a great deal of assistance from the dogs, but it had been done. Even Steenini had pitched in, as he had somehow managed to reprogram the colony’s system of cargo trains for use by the Akadeans, allowing them to ferry a great deal of the provisions that were needed from the storerooms to the ships with infinitely less hardship.

When the freighters were fully stocked with food, everyone—man and beast—had been crammed into every available nook and cranny the vessels possessed. O’Keefe lay unconscious in the small autodoc that served as a sick bay on the command freighter, Beccassit and Regulus there with him, while Lindy and Steenini manned the cramped control room.

The second freighter lay just to their starboard. Both ships had been moved to the rear of the now darkened hangar, with their bows pointed toward the other end of the cavern where the enormous access doors were built into the ceiling. The smallest of the three craft lay where Steenini had sent it, directly under those access doors, ready to immolate itself in the prisoners’ bid for freedom.

But even if everything went according to plan, it was going to take an extraordinary feat of flying to squeeze both ships through the hole left in the hangar as the hatch was blown outward. There would be no careful, measured ascent using only the antigravs and the maneuvering thrusters. If the shields held, as was hoped, the ships and the men inside would be protected from the radiation and the initial blast effects. But once the hatch was blown out of the stone ceiling, the pressure wave from the explosion would follow the debris out into the atmosphere of Ashawzut. That was not to mention the secondary winds that would be sweeping upward under the mushroom cloud. The ships would be sucked out of the hangar, shields or no shields, like toothpicks pulled into a wind tunnel. Only the main engines offered any hope of steadying them amidst that maelstrom. And that was hardly the worst news. Not only would they have to be flown as one and kept unthinkably close together, the angle of attack would have to be very nearly perfect. Only a few of degrees too shallow and the tails of the ships would scrape the near side of cavern’s roof as they passed through the opening created by the explosion. A few degrees too steep and the forces of the escaping blast would sweep the ventral surfaces of both ships into a catastrophic collision with the far side of the opening. Either way they would all be dead. Steenini had calculated that there would be only a matter of feet to spare on any side of the two ships as they made their escape. Lindy’s task was the equivalent of a man trying to thread a needle while standing amidst a hurricane. But there was no alternative.

“Ready?” Lindy asked.

“As I’ll ever be, mate,” Steenini replied fatalistically.

“How do the radiation levels look?”

There was a pause as Steenini leaned forward to punch in commands. “It’s bad down near the power plants,” he finally answered. “Very bad. If we were down there now trying to clear the rubble we’d all be getting a lethal dose. There’s not much to speak of in the hangar yet, but it wouldn’t hurt to get the shields up before it gets any worse.”

Lindy nodded his head in agreement, simultaneously keying the controls which caused the power to surge in the reactors. When both the ships reached full power Lindy activated the shields, adjusting them until they tightly encompassed both ships. When he was finished, the field generators were operating at over 100 percent of their rated capacity and a reddish glow from the shielding filled the hangar. Lindy unlocked the panel that would detonate the third ship.

“Well,” he breathed, “here we go.” He engaged the antigravs and the two freighters lifted from the floor. Steenini’s left hand reached for Lindy’s shoulder and gripped it tightly. The support struts folded neatly into the hulls of both ships. They had been secured for only a moment before Lindy punched in the destruct code with his left hand, while at the same time using his right to throttle up the conventional drives of both ships to full power.

Out in the hangar, the sacrificial freighter erupted in a blinding white light as the power of splitting atoms vaporized it. Lindy’s viewscreens went dark, overloaded by the flash of power. For a fraction of a second, both the big transports stalled as titanic forces struggled for dominance in the hangar enclosure. Heat seared their hulls even through the shields. Their engines pushed forward against the blast, but the Brobdingnagian forces involved nevertheless propelled them ominously back toward the rear wall of the hangar. But in less time than it took Lindy’s heart to pulse a single beat the enormous access doors blew, exploding outward under the strain. Tons of molten and solid rock, sized from dust motes to boulders of asteroid proportions, followed in a radioactive holocaust of fiery annihilation. Through that storm Lindy piloted the two vessels. They accelerated through the wide rent ripped out of the ceiling by the explosion and out into the atmosphere of Ashawzut. The detonation of the Vazilek freighter had blown a gaping hole in the hangar ceiling around where the access doors had been, so despite the men’s earlier fears, the ships’ departure window had been considerably larger than they had initially estimated. They had blasted through the aperture with room to spare.

Now the danger lay in the flying rubble around them. Debris impacted the shields relentlessly, threatening to collapse them. Only the power generated by two ships and their overlapping protection kept the deadly tempest at bay. In seconds they were racing high into Ashawzut’s thin atmosphere, and the big engines of the ships began to push them ever faster into the flying detritus ahead. Lindy eased back the throttles until the ships were moving more with the debris than through it. Then using thrusters he expertly maneuvered the ships slowly away from the center of the debris field, to an area where the shields were more than capable of preserving the big ships. They pushed aside all but the largest fragments, and those Lindy was easily able to avoid.

In only minutes they were clear and into the vacuum of space. Lindy slumped back into his chair, the tension streaming from his back and shoulders like water coursing down a mountainside. He swiveled to face Steenini and found the gimpy man grinning hugely at him through his scarred countenance. As one they stood, reached for each other and embraced, clapping each other on the back and celebrating furiously. It seemed to both of them as if it was a very long time before they could stop screaming joyfully. At last Steenini pushed away from Lindy and looked at him solemnly. “Now that we’re out, we’ve still got big problems, you know. Where do we go?” he asked. “What will we do?”

Lindy scowled. “I don’t know. I do know there is nowhere for me to go. I have no home now. Without Cyanne I have nothing. I may as well stick with Hill, become an aberrant myself, and fight; push the Vazileks back where they belong.”

“Well, that’s a fine sentiment, Willet, but from what I’ve heard from the newest arrivals to our so recently vacated prison, their latest attacks have crippled virtually all the shipyards and destroyed or damaged much of the police’s fleet. All that’s left now are remnants. It seems that the Vazileks can take whatever and whoever they want as fast as they are able. Just how do you propose to send them packing?”

Lindy turned away, flipped up a toggle, and stared pensively at the viewscreen which the control had activated. On it shown the millions of stars out over the bow of the freighter. Lindy stared at them for several long seconds before he answered. “You’re right, Bartle,” he said slowly. “It hardly seems possible that we could drive them away.” Then he turned to look once more into the eyes of his friend. “But then Elorak seemed invincible, too. We both thought Hill to be totally insane, and yet still he took her down. Maybe he is simply better at this kind of thing than we or anyone else suspects. Maybe he knows what we do not about how to beat them. And even if he doesn’t, I’d just like to be around to see what sort of lunatic plan the man comes up with next.”

This concludes Volume One of the Aberrant Chronicles. The as yet untitled Volume Two has begun inching its way toward completion as this is written. I hope to finish it as soon as possible, but I offer no guarantees, for as I type this I’m not making a dime writing books. For progress updates, see my Twitter page at http://twitter.com/jdirkmccartney. Finally, I hope you enjoyed the book. If you did, it is my fondest hope that you will recommend it to a friend, as without a mainstream publisher word of mouth advertising is the best marketing tool available to me. Thank you very much for taking the time to read my work. J. D. McCartney
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