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Prologue


[Halloo! Can you hear me?]
Silence . . .
 

[Are you there?]
Silence . . .
 

[Shit, shit, shit . . . Are you there . . . Anywhere? Hello . . .]
 

 

[Ham . . . ?]
 

[Is that you Ham? What happened? Where am I?]
 

And immediately there was a view. A woman's body, naked, lying on a gurney, face up with hands at sides. It was a right side profile, the body very still. Other than the woman the room from this perspective was empty. But it was the Medlab she knew. On second glance the tubes were obvious, from the nose and stomach. The skin looked very pale although the legs, arms and torso were well muscled, chiseled in fact. The woman looked familiar, very fit and healthy.
[Ham . . . ? That's me isn't it! Why am I there, on that Gurney? I shouldn't even be in the Medlab]
 

. . . No reply.
 

[What's going on Ham?]
 

[Ham?]
A pause . . . the sense that he was going to speak, then . . . [I thought it best we start here . . . begin with the least disturbing view]
[The least disturbing . . . ? I don't understand. Something's happened, I can . . . feel it, I don't like this, why am I on the Gurney?] [I can't remember . . .]
Silence . . .
[Ham . . . ?] [I'm looking at myself there aren't I? How can I be looking at myself on the Gurney? Oh shit Ham, what's happened, I'm looking at myself . . . I'm looking at myself and you're not saying anything]
[I'm still listening; I'm just . . . giving you some time to process this. As I said, I thought it best to start with the least disturbing view, give you time to adjust like]
[Give me time to adjust!] [That's my . . . body! I'm looking at it, I don't like this . . . I don't like it at all]
 

[Ok . . . . now that you're adjusted, brace yourself ] He spoke calmly [there's really no easy way to go about this]
 

The view began to pan, slowly from the right, sliding up over the prone woman. It was perfection in form, an athlete's body in the peak of physical condition. A body so familiar to the viewer she could be looking in a mirror, except for, as it came into view, the large section of head missing on the upper left side.
 

* * *
 

 




Chapter One
 "He gives me the creeps." The two men watched as the diminutive form padded down the long passage, muttering. As he ran he skipped occasionally, happily and unselfconsciously and his voice could be heard clearly until he disappeared into the maze of corridors that extended into the next Hillary development section, still to be occupied.
"He's just a child; give him a break, most children talk to themselves when they're young." The Indian accent and proper diction spoke of old English, a descendant of colonial subjects perhaps, probably one of the wealthy elite, in fact he must have been to have secured a place here on Hillary.
"Sanjeev, clearly weird to me is not weird to you, but it's simple, I'm right and you're wrong." A kiwi accent, probably a transfer from Base Camp or The Step, the second man would have enjoyed a much easier passage into space.
Both men's eyes still lingered on the empty passage, concentrating on the dwindling chatter, trying to pick up anything of the one sided conversation which sounded so interesting.
"He's got no other children to play with, so here he's made an invisible friend. Didn't you have one?" Sanjeev's mind was already drifting elsewhere.
"Never, and he shouldn't be here anyway. This is a construction zone, in space! It's no place for a kid. He spends more time up here than on the ground, it's not right, he should be in school." The man's eyes were already drifting back to his work.
"Maaate," Sanjeev used the term with a deliberate teasing drawl, "you just miss your own kid, that's all. You'll be off rotation next week, three weeks at home changing nappies and you'll be hanging out to get back up here . . . An-y-way," he drew out the word as he looked back wonderingly to where they last saw the boy, "he can't be in school yet, Meredith told me he's only four." He laughed and shook his head. The boy looked six, at least.
They both turned back to their equipment, checking pressure seals on the meter thick ceiling windows. Behind and before them the windows stretched away at regular intervals for a kilometer in either direction. Through the glass and across the void thin lines of similar corridors could be seen lining the inside of the pipe and producing a fascinating visual effect as they dwindled into the distance then disappeared into the vastness that is space. Between the corridors raised bulges like ribs extended the full length of the pipe, one for every three corridors, tubes which would soon be operational, whisking the lazy or hurried from one end to the other. Looking across the kilometer gap there was no sense of the spin that held them to the floor. The 'Pipe', as snowboarders christened it, turned unobtrusively to all but those who approached by ship. Rotating about its central axis, end on between Earth and Moon it presented as no more than a stationary ring to ground dwellers with telescopes, just moon graffiti. On Hillary Station there was nothing to give the spin away, except if you looked far down the corridor ceiling where through the windows the glow of reflected light from Earth and Moon reminded of home, and the mission. That view might also reward you with an occasional hint of moving shadow the eerie effect generated by earth or moon, sunrise and sunset. And, of course, if you looked there were the constantly shuttling Sherpa's, spin already adjusted, dancing to match the station. They came now in a steady stream having grown in number over the last eighteen months, freighting in section after section for the expanding orbital. Sherpa's, interspersed with personnel carriers or diplomatic shuttles provided by the station and ADF's zipping about like demented bees.
Even from this distance those who looked could clearly see shimmer from the inside field screen of the earthward flight decks. Although the decks were open on both sides with a matching field earthward, the shimmer prevented looking straight through. As a consequence the remaining view through the nine hundred meter gap appeared to be framed by a light blue ring.
Mid pipe above them, hovering central to the station would be 'The Keg', so tagged for its shape sans Saucer, pods and interceptors. Rarely were all its parts in attendance thus returning the keg to its full sphere presence. Instead they either shuttled back and forth from Earth, the preferred transport of STEIN executives and visiting dignitaries or, as with the Saucer now, off on some system mission or other. Showing no lights and reflecting little the keg was at once both a calming and intimidating presence.
The men knew the boy would return there when he had finished playing although no one knew quite how. No vessel ever seemed to travel from pipe to keg or vice versa. Perhaps, it was thought, he had some way of rendezvousing with one of the little ADF's although as the months went by and he steadily grew in size that seemed more and more unlikely.
 

Hillary station stage one, two thirds completed, one third occupied and already home to four thousand. Researchers representing all the sciences including astronomers, mathematicians, physicists, chemists, engineers and biologists mixed shoulder to shoulder with construction crew and support personnel. Twenty seven nations with leased space and working on a myriad of different projects with more queuing to join by the month. In addition, those private individuals and companies able to establish worthy cases for inclusion, and able to cover the substantial costs were working on projects as diverse as Mars colonization, asteroid mining, space farming and bioengineering.
Quarter pipe earthward the USDynamics shipyard hummed on its inside rim, a hive of activity, fabricating, assembling and dispatching the vast array of high tech gadgetry required by the tenants and partners. Pipe sections, shuttles, Sherpa's and effectors, by the tens of millions, soon to be billions, churned out for who knows what end.
Only three years, nearly four in fact and Hillary Station, as Regan liked to put it, was steaming!
 

* * *
 

"So young Jared, where are we going?"
"To the innermost ring, in the new area, I've worked out a way to switch off the gravity plates. You can't float but boy can you jump, you'll love it Ham, it's fun." Despite the kilometer jog the boy hardly panted, his short breaths more excitement than tiredness.
"Jared, there are some things you need to learn about weightlessness; one of them is that I lend new meaning to the term . . . Have you told your mother about this?" he sounded doubtful.
"No of course not, and you shouldn't either, she wouldn't be happy with you letting me be here."
Ham pondered on that thought for a minute. The boy was clearly speeding up he noticed, not far from his goal. "Rabbit, clearly you have yet to grasp another important fact . . . mother's know everything."
"Ham, please do keep up, I'm not a rabbit anymore, I'm a Jackinabox," and he was through the last door honing in on a wall panel, already suspiciously open.
 

* * *
 

Riverside Hutt Valley, New Zealand
 

[He's still there!] Embarrassingly, even subbing, Regan found herself whispering. Leaning on the third floor railing of Riverside she looked down into the foyer.
Marcus Jackson, STEIN legal council was late, if he would get here at all. It wasn't fair; she knew to pull him out at all hours, especially on such short notice, even if it was for something like a UN Security Council meeting . . . But at that moment, her mind wasn't on Marcus.
[Ham, Marcus will be wild but message him will you, apologize for me and tell him we won't need him at the moment. Tell him if things get sticky at the meeting we'll call him then]
[It's done] Ham sighed [You know, I think he fancies his chances]
[Who Marcus? . . . No way!]
[Nooo . . . handsome down there, head of security, he's not even on shift, he doesn't really need to be there]
She returned her gaze to reception. [He has been rather friendly] There followed a long thoughtful pause [When does Marin get back?]
[Just Marin dear? Not, when does Steph get back, or Aaron?] He continued after a telling pause [They're not expected back for three more days, and that's only if the warp modifications work. You know this, why are you asking me?]
[Ham sometimes I think you take great delight in this questioning process, a little too much delight in my view] It was an affected school marmish response and already she was moving to the open stairs.
[Not taking the lift I see?] Ham mocked and she ignored him.
Taking her time, exaggerating every step, she could tell the man's eyes were following her every movement, professionally of course. She smiled as she approached the front desk.
"Ms Stein," He stood quickly, "how are you . . . and how can I help?" He smiled gorgeously.
"I'm fine, thank you for asking. Has there been any sign of Marcus Jackson, I'm expecting him."
[Oh please! Spare me!] Ham couldn't bare it.
"No ma'am, he hasn't called in, but . . . if he's stood you up?" There was a pause with a laughing smile, "Only kidding of course," but his eyebrows were raised, questioning, and he smiled again, disarmingly.
[Oh he is good . . . and outrageously confident!]
[Shut up Ham] She laughed and held his eyes. "You never know . . ." she leant forward to read his name tag, ". . . Martin. I might take you up on that, but for now I'm off to a meeting, perhaps some other time," and she joined in the game, smiling broadly before returning to the stairs, slowly.
She allowed her thoughts to drift, considering the situation. [Would there be any legal implications?]
Ham sighed, long and knowingly. [There are none . . . you contract his company, and as the boss he can do what he wants] [That doesn't make it a good idea!]
She didn't answer and continued up all flights to the roof where the STEIN Interceptor waited.
 

* * *
 

Stockholm Sweden
 

"She is seriously scary!"
The comment was somewhat ironic coming from the young woman speaking in hushed tones. To the other half dozen senior diplomatic staffers she looked somewhat intimidating herself, all 'power dressed' in severe office garb, glasses with that 'intelligent' look and needle sharp high heels.
Huddled together they stole discrete glances across the foyer, trying to take in the tall figure, Regan Stein no less, a legend at twenty eight. The dark trademark body suit and boots left little to the imagination.
"Well I think she's gorgeous," replied the man to her left, clutching his briefcase to the front. Not quite as discrete as the others, he was drinking in the image, his mind clearly distracted.
"My God Francois, you're not hiding anything are you?" The severe blonde looked down on him from her lofty steeples and smiled with amusement.
"What are you talking about?" he replied and shuffled quickly away, the group laughing in his wake.
They resumed their less than surreptitious observation.
 

 

Much thought had been given to the Stockholm venue for this meeting, Regan was sure of it. As a valued partner leasing space on Hillary the Swede's would be seen as neutral by most and as temporary members debuting on the Security Council they would also provide the veneer of fairness needed for the proceedings that would follow. Nevertheless her intimate knowledge of backroom dealings between the big six left her in no doubt as to their purpose. They wanted in.
 

But of course, and she sighed, nothing is that simple. They want in on their terms and they'll want it for nothing. Oh, and they'll all want to captain the ship, even if they haven't yet admitted it to each other, as if that were necessary. Bob has his hands full at that table today. Eyes closed she leant back on the leather couch, stretched out her long legs, clasped hands to her chest and via wifi continued monitoring the proceedings in the opulent room beyond. She focused on The Chair.
 

"Ladies and Gentleman, as acting chair I think we have covered off main points of concern with the China Seas crisis. The council expects that negotiations over the next few weeks will resolve the standoff between our friends Japan and China. The meetings as agreed today will be hosted by the United States in Hawaii. I'm sure they will go a long way to reducing or even eliminating tensions in that region."
Neither the Chinese nor Japanese representatives looked happy but clearly, they too wanted to move on to the key matter for discussion. The Canadian Prime Minister cleared his throat and continued. "As you know the main item on our agenda today, by request of the American and Russian Presidents, is the matter of Hillary Station. If there are no objections I'd like to hand over to President Johnston. He has, in negotiation with President Sokolov agreed on a summary of concerns as they see them and recommendations as to the best way forward. These are of course open to discussion and debate. Are there any objections?"
None were offered and attention switched quickly to the American President, a man who seemed supremely confident and comfortable in his own skin. Sleeve cuffs turned up, shirt unbuttoned at the neck and up until this moment comfortably slouched back in the ample chair. He now curled forward slowly, sitting up, his elbows resting on the desk, hands clasped as if in prayer. He paused, dropping his head to his hands, appearing to kiss the golden eagle ring on his finger, and then raised his head to slowly make eye contact with each member around the circular table. It was pure and beautiful theatre.
 

"Gentlemen," At the word the German Chancellor, latest in a number of formidable women, clearly bristled!
"The concerns I will raise with you today are those of many. They are concerns that need a voice, and a considered response, a response that will be acceptable to the members of the Security Council here present, and be for the good of the world and our ongoing well being." He paused, relaxing back in his seat and smiling disarmingly. "Now, there would be no one present here who has more admiration for what USDynamics and Regan Stein have accomplished in three short years. We are in their debt for the huge leap forward they have made into space and I think we are all aware the platforms they established will be the staging posts for countless missions into our Solar System and even beyond. All humanity stands to benefit from this opportunity and I'm sure we agree it should not be the preserve of just a few. Having said that," and he again leant forward, taking on a grave expression, "We now also know we are not alone. As our people venture further out into the unknown who knows what forces we might be prodding and who knows what responses that prodding may draw. Farfetched you say? I think not. The very presence of the alien Marin in our system, the fact that one of our own has journeyed with him to his system, these truths remind us that we are under observation from afar. For what purpose you might ask?"
He stood and began to pace around the table, forcing each to turn and follow his progress. On reaching the chairman he paused and placed one hand on each shoulder of the uncomfortable Canadian. "We, this council need to take up the responsibility and leadership the world expects from us. The proposal which is outlined in the documents you now hold has been prepared by the Russian President and I in consultation with the Chinese leadership and many other like minded concerned nations. In short, the proposal is for this council to take oversight of Hillary Station, on behalf of the world and in defense of the Earth. It's time for the secrets and opportunities offered by Hillary to be made available to all and for the benefit of all. Now gentlemen," he put emphasis on the word and as he did so clearly spied the Chancellor, "and ladies, is the time." Finally, he released the Chairman's shoulders and returned to his seat.
 

The Canadian Prime Minister, clearly rattled, perhaps undiplomatically removed a handkerchief and wiped down his shoulder pads before proceeding.
"Well . . . we have had the discussion document since last evening and the formal proposal is tabled before you. The floor is open for discussion. I understand the New Zealand Prime Minister would like to speak and perhaps that might be a good way to kick things off. Prime Minister Jarvis, I hand over to you."
 

Bob Jarvis leaned forward, a picture of calm. What a change Regan thought from her security camera view, In four years he has gone from a first term PM to a man of genuine gravitas, a respected international leader.
 

"Thank you John," he sounded warm, comfortable in his position and he smiled as he looked around the room. "I join with the President in congratulating Regan Stein for her achievements. She has truly opened up a gateway to the stars. Who would have thought it possible only a few years ago that we would make such progress so quickly. It would be all too easy to attribute this progress more to the visit of our Dahlian friend than the work of any other however I have had the privilege of discussing this with him personally. Make no mistake; Marin is in no doubt as to the force that is Regan Stein. That he is here and that she returned with technology the envy of many is a result achieved by her efforts and personal risk. It is not the charity of distant neighbors that she profits from at others expense. Further Marin points out that already she and her team are building on this technology and improving it, something that will be of benefit to his world as well as ours." He paused, clearly choosing his next words carefully. "President Johnston, with respect, in your introduction you called for the secrets and opportunities offered by Hillary Station to be made available to all and for the benefit of all. You spoke of the good of the world, ongoing wellbeing, all humanity benefitting. You implied this bounty might become the preserve of just a few. Sir, I fail to see how your proposal will in any way improve on the situation as it now stands. The huge gains you speak of have been made and continue to be made under the inspired leadership of a private corporation showing generosity of spirit that could put many to shame. You speak of the world sir. You may not be aware that as at today twenty seven nations are represented on Hillary with ten more soon to establish research missions there. Those nations include many on this council today such as major partners, Japan, India, Australia, Canada, the African and South American coalitions. Collectively they represent more than half the world's population. Of the other half, only The United States, Russian and Chinese Governments have so far chosen not to participate although I understand the invitation remains always open. It should also be noted that private corporations from all of your countries are active on Hillary station as we speak and work together well. Sir, the 'world' has no need of this committee's assistance sharing in this bounty. They already are." He paused to nods of approval from around the table, some more circumspect than others.
 

"The member has failed to see the point of our proposal . . . with respect." The Russian President drew out the last word pointedly, glaring at Jarvis as he did so. "This is the Security Council after all." He gestured expansively with his hands and smiled disingenuously. "Clearly Stein has, how do you say, prodded the beast. It is time," he continued, dismissing all previous arguments, "time that those with knowledge of such matters take control, for the good of all you understand, this is self evident."
"Not to me," Bob Jarvis interjected, "and I think possibly not to others around this table. Private companies, not just STEIN are taking a lead here and doing a damn fine job of it. The last thing this project needs is controlling beurocracy."
"Security!" The Russian leader thumped his fist to the table. ". . . This is about security!"
Jarvis remained calm, almost soothing as he replied. "Oh please, this is about control. She has it and you want it. If there is anything self evident it is that your Governments have been invited to participate fully but chosen not to. Why, because you're not prepared to unless it's on your own terms. Regan won't allow military or spies on station and you won't agree to leave them out."
"It's not as simple as that Bob." The US President was conciliatory but unmoved. "Most of our senior pilots and astronauts are military simply because that's the way they've been trained. It's the same for the Russians and the Chinese. It could be argued that Regan's demands are a convenient way of keeping us out."
Jarvis turned to him. "Cliff, you know that isn't true. She's even offered to put all their resources at your disposal to establish your own base in orbit. Regan wants you there and she's delighted to be in partnership with USDynamics but, she won't entertain any nation's military presence, or spying on Hillary Station. Is that too much to ask?"
The Canadian PM stepped in. "I think we should get some insight on how the Committee feels with regard to the proposal. Shall we take a show of hands on whether to refer it to a later meeting or vote this session?"
"Nyet!" Sokolov, sensing the mood in the room stood suddenly. "I exercise veto; we withdraw support for the proposal. There will be no vote."
The US Secretary General exchanged concerned looks with the President. Clifford Johnston looked ashen.
"Perhaps it's time for a break?" The Chair made the suggestion quickly as the Russian Representatives were already departing the room. They were followed closely by the Chinese.
 

The room cleared quickly, a number of the gathered leaders taking time to shake Bob Jarvis hand and request later meeting time. He was under no illusions about his own importance. Their interest was in Hillary Station, favors' in space, and possible contacts with these latest rock stars, Marin and Regan. It was a cross he bore happily. Gathering his papers he hardly noticed the young man approach from behind. He slipped a note into Jarvis hand, a request from the President, a meeting, now. Quickly he pulled himself together and followed the junior official to a side room off the main conference hall. Inside, waiting for him were Cliff Johnston and Secretary of State Anne Marshall, the only person, man or woman to be invited to hold that role in consecutive governments under different administrations. Without a word they all took seats and looked at each other. Appropriately it was the President who spoke first.
"We're good Bob, don't worry. Anne's been good counsel on this but you need to understand, and I'd appreciate it if you'd pass it on, we're in a difficult position here. I meant what I said when I pointed out most of our top prospects for Hillary come from military or ex military. I'd like to work something out that works for both of us but I also understand what any compromise might set as a precedent. If you can do anything to get some movement from her it would mean a lot."
"I hear you Cliff and I'll talk to her but I can't promise anything. I'm more concerned about the Russians, he looked seriously pissed."
"Oh, he'll get over it. Sokolov hates appearing to be begging on anything. I think he just decided on his own that they'd go it alone. They have their manned mission to the moon due there any day. If it comes off they'll establish a base there. Don't be surprised if they claim it as sovereign territory. No, we need to move forward and we want to do it with Stein. Their partnership with USDynamics is too important to us and we don't forget out friends."
"Not if we can help it anyway." Anne Marshall added the comment sheepishly, a clear reference to the earlier James Walker fiasco.
Jarvis was conciliatory. He didn't like grandstanding and definitely didn't want to get offside with such important friends. "That's history Anne, don't worry about it, but it's worth remembering that Regan never lost faith then either. This stand isn't personal, but it is principled and she knows principles don't always make you right. I'll see what I can do."
They stood and shook hands. Bob hesitated respectfully, watching them leave as the young assistant guided them from the room.
 

 

Entering the main foyer he spied Regan stretched out by the windows. She stirred as he walked over. Not for the first time he stared, reflecting on her stunning looks, and then castigated himself.
She saw right through him. "Don't beat yourself up Bob," and she smiled, breaking the tension.
God was I that obvious! He blushed, and then joined her on the seat, perching on the edge so that he could look at her as they talked. "Sorry to drag you all this way. It seems you won't be needed after all. The Russians had a hissy fit and left. There are still some things I'd like to discuss with you, but perhaps when we're at home?" Why does she make me feel like a schoolboy!
"No problem, it was very . . . enlightening shall we say. I'll head back to Hillary; I could give you a lift if you like?" She stood, effortlessly.
"No, no, thank you, there are more meetings this evening." He found himself almost stammering.
She smiled again, disarmingly. "I'll be off then, and Bob, thank you, you were magnificent."
To his embarrassment he blushed again, speechless for a moment and then turned to walk away. Suddenly he stopped, wondering, how . . . ? He turned back, "Regan?"
 

But she was gone.
 

 

* * *
 

Base Camp Wairarapa was abuzz with excitement. A new flight of ADF's rested on the tarmac, thirty six of the delta drones all fitted out and ready for the Wellington Air Show in two days. A huge shuttle, Sherpa Tenzing, first in the Sherpa fleet sat almost fully laden and due for takeoff in an hour. But more importantly word had spread quickly that Regan was stopping in on the way back to Hillary Station. Most in the small crowd gathered at the empty pad had never seen the legend, except on screen. Hillary Station had consumed most of her time for the last two years and when on terra firma understandably she headed for home, Riverside in the Hutt Valley. The small black dot swinging in on a curving path from the southwest hardly would have drawn attention if they had not known it was due. The Interceptor came in slow and silent, well under the sound barrier drifting resistance free through the strong wind that had picked up during the day. A small pocket of protestors began chanting as the craft came to a hovering halt, banners appearing from nowhere and eggs raining down on the black surface.
 

It was a disturbing welcome and one that was becoming all to frequent. "What's the problem Ham and who are these people?" Regan watched arguments developing between supporters and protestors as she prepared to disembark. "Shit I was only planning on a short stop. What a welcoming committee!"
"Well at least you know you're not completely disregarded . . . will you look at those ADF's!" Ham's disinterest was obvious, joyriding the little fighters far exceeding any concern over a few eggs he would beat off through the atmosphere.
Regan concentrated for a moment, searching for the answer on line. Quickly it was there, news reports already covering the event. Aaah, the moon graffiti objectors, all rabidly opposed to her new 'Ring on the moon'. It wasn't something she had considered when choosing the position of Hillary Station. The Lagrange L1 point, balanced between Earth and Moon was a natural fit for her plans. That it would forever place a new image on the moon's surface from Earth's perspective didn't occur to her. God, she thought, what will they think when they see the finished orbital? Those plans resided in her and Ham's minds alone and there they would stay for the moment.
The rear doors slid open and she stepped out onto the tarmac. At the sight of her the volume of cheers and catcalls increased substantially and she made her way carefully forward, shaking hands, greeting the few familiar faces trying to make progress through to Hayden and Jenny Joyce. She could see them on the building steps and he looked excited, she looked nervous. Regan smiled, first time in space for her, not quite, but almost a senior, I wonder what she's thinking? Mom will be so glad to have her there.
She pressed forward, eyes on the pair, struggling against the weight of bodies. The pressure seemed inappropriately forceful, her instincts screaming to her, something's wrong! And then she felt the blow, a painful jab to the stomach, sharp, delivered with full body weight behind it. Unable to penetrate the suit it was enough to drop her to her knees with in agony. [Ham!] Regan cried out silently and the field instantly snatched her, the sight of a large hand coming down on the head of her assailant triggering her last images. The head seemed to squat down on the shoulders with the force of the blow and at the same time, although out of her vision, it appeared some shove had propelled the body forward leaving the head behind. As she materialized in the Interceptor she knew the attacker would be dead.
Already she was communicating. [The big guy Ham, get him out of there] She was still on her knees, wiping tears from her face and rubbing the bruised rib as the form appeared beside her.
Ignoring the man for a moment she glanced up. Looking back through the screen she could see Hayden, ushering Jenny back through the doors, both shocked and alarmed. Things had turned ugly quickly and the protestors found themselves retreating from a hail of vitriol and rubbish. There was no sign of a body under the swirling crowd. She sank back into a cockpit chair and turned to her startled guest. He wasn't as tall as she had anticipated, but broad, powerful, Maori she guessed.
[Did you see that fist come down? It was like a sledge hammer! That guy was shorter by an inch before he dropped, wow!]
Regan ignored Hams commentary and tried to put the visitor at ease. He was controlled, taking in his surroundings, all contained aggression. "Thank you my friend," and for the moment she followed her instincts, ignoring any possible threat from the man, "He didn't penetrate my suit with that knife but one more slash at my neck and it could have been curtains." She extended her hand, "I'm Regan by the way."
"Fuck," He shook her hand as he looked around, "how did I get in here?" He seemed unnaturally calm considering his experience.
She considered how to answer. "Just a little secret tech I trust you will be discreet . . ." She hesitated, leaning forward hoping the man would fill in the gap.
"Brian." He said," Just call me Brian."
"Brian?" She sounded surprised.
"What, you don't like Brian's?"
"No, no, it's not that, I just kinda expected another name, like Manu, or Tane, or Piri, or . . ."
Ham couldn't bear it. [Keep digging sister, you're doing great]
The man intervened. "It's Brian, as in, The Life Of . . . , I like it. Now, how do I get out of here?"
"Brian, I don't think that's going to be wise at the moment. Ham . . . what's the status of the protestor please?"
"He's dead, and by the look of that blow he'll need only a very small coffin. Regan I've modified all the recorded visuals to remove Brian's blow, but there were witnesses. There may still be trouble."
"What were you doing there Brian?" She asked.
"I work there, new, I'm on security, just doing my job." He looked around the control room, alert, and poised. "Where's this other guy you're talking to?"
"All in good time Brian, indulge me for a moment, I really am thinking of you. Are you married, have a partner, kids?" She tried to look compassionate. It didn't work.
"No, and I'm not interested if that's what you're thinking."
"Brian, relax, it's not that, it's just sometimes, times like this for example, even when you've done the right thing you can end up in a power of shit. And this could be the mother lode! You say you're new?"
"I'm just back from the Middle East, SAS. This was my first job."
She smiled. "Brian, I have a proposition for you, it's in security too and double your pay here. You could think of it as a transfer, what you might call an out of this world opportunity."
He smiled, like a happy assassin. "Double my pay . . . Seriously?" He looked around as if it must be a joke . . . but he didn't hesitate. "I'm in." And he immediately walked over to the small galley area. "Can you get coffee here?"
Regan watched him, still massaging her side [Ham, we'd better let Hayden know we have another passenger and that we'll pick them up from the roof in fifteen minutes. We can't leave Hayden; he takes over at Hillary tomorrow. Perhaps put those writing skills to the test too and compose a short PR release for the staff. Let them know I'm Ok and will definitely be back soon to say hello.] [Oh, and in case he worries message Kev' to let him know all is well, he'll worry when he hears what happened]
[Is that it? You're sure there's nothing else on your list?]
[Actually, there is. See if he can pull our business meeting forward to tomorrow, at their place. I'll be staying at Riverside]
[Is that necessary?]
She ignored him, smiled and turned to the galley. [That's it, and Ham . . . I didn't miss it, thanks for pulling me out of there, you are a darling]
 

 

* * *
 

 

Dark comes early in the mid winter at Riverside in the Hutt Valley. Lights were blazing around the building as Regan prepared to head up to Kevin and Mary's home on the Western Hills for dinner. This would be her first visit since they married and she wanted it to be special. Not just because Mary was now family, in a new way, but because under their watch STEIN was thriving. She really didn't know if they appreciated how much their support meant to her. Still, due at eight she knew there was a little time to kill. She had an hour. She made the call to reception . . .
 

Ham couldn't contain his disgust at the ruse. [An alarm light problem . . . Really? You don't think that's a little obvious?]
"Shut up Ham, after all, that is the point, to be a little bit obvious." She consciously avoided subbing him choosing to talk instead. Subbing was becoming so habitual she'd sometimes forget to speak out loud. It could be embarrassing. But not tonight!
 

She left the apartment door open and he took the invitation, calling from the door before carefully entering. Regan greeted him as he came into the lounge.
"I like the uniform Martin, very smart." It could have been patronizing but somehow she made it sound mischievous.
He smiled at the comment."Hi, I saw the door was open, I hope you don't mind me coming straight in. You said you needed something fixed?" He was a little shorter than Regan but in good shape. The uniform did look good and he fills it well.
"I might have wasted your time I'm sorry, it seems to have come right. I have a meeting at eight and was a little concerned."
For a moment he looked clearly disappointed, until Regan slumped back in her favorite chair, clearly in no hurry. There was a pause, exchanged looks, a flash of excitement charged by uncertainty.
"Are you armed?" she asked.
"This is New Zealand Ms Stein, of course not."
"How would I know?" She cocked her head to one side as if doubting him and as she did so pulled her feet up under her, settling in.
He paused, clearly taking the measure of the situation.
Be bold! She thought.
"You could always . . . inspect me?" he said, and raised his arms as if inviting her.
"I'm comfortable here Martin, how about you just show me, take off your shirt."
The tension was palpable. He hesitated, then without taking his eyes off hers, slowly unbuttoned the shirt pulling it from his trousers. He peeled it away and after a slight hesitation moved to unbuckle his trousers, calling her bluff. She snuggled into the leather, an action so clear an invitation to proceed he did continue, item by item, a slow striptease, until finally he stood naked in front of her. His excitement was obvious.
"You liar Martin, that is clearly a gun."
He laughed nervously, the tremor in his voice giving away his anticipation. "And now?" he asked.
She paused, the mischievous look returning. "I've never seen a guy, you know, and she gestured rudely with her hand, laughing . . . go on, perform for me." She shifted again and he could see from her look she was excited too.
He hesitated . . .
"Come on," she encouraged him, "most people do it, certainly most men do, I do it and . . . I'd like to watch."
He was already holding himself gently stroking. "I will if you will."
"I would, but I'm dressed, and you know I have to go out, perhaps later," and she smiled a promise.
From the fold of the seat cushion she produced a tube and gestured for him to come nearer. He stepped forward and she eased out oil onto him as he began to stroke, his breathing already becoming ragged. Stepping back he continued slowly, watching her as she watched him. Soon, as he neared climax, his knees began to bend and she held out cupped hands for him. He shuffled forward groaning and ejaculated, directing it onto them. He was gasping and suddenly, acutely embarrassed.
"Well done!" She said, and then stood swiftly, all business moving off to the bathroom to clean her hands. She called over her shoulder, "I'm leaving now, I'll be back later," and then paused at the doorway. Looking back, her hands still cupped carefully together she saw he looked exhausted, still gasping. She made eye contact for a moment.
"Now," and she gave him a mischievous, wicked smile, "tell me that wasn't good!" And she was gone.
 

 

* * *
 

 

They sat at the large native wood table with the look of thoroughly satisfied diners. Wine was still flowing, the news had been great, and the company couldn't be doing better. Actually little time had been spent on business. It was unsaid but the days of needing to report in had long past. Kevin and Mary, STEIN CEO and CFO respectively, had been managing the company better than she could she knew, and truthfully that was the way she liked it. Being able to concentrate on Hillary and plans for the future was a blessing. It helped that both Kev and Mary were working in their respective elements. They loved what they did and they loved working, and playing, together.
"Mary, that was magnificent, you are a great organizer, and I couldn't fit another thing in." Regan leant back, her hands on her stomach and let out a long, satisfied sigh.
"Haa, you know I didn't cook it," Mary laughed her loud raucous laugh and slapped Regan's shoulder. "I'm an eater not a cooker!"
"And a lot more besides, that I know!" Regan stood and stretched like a cat. She turned and hugged her new sister in law. "It's great to be here with my new sister, thank you."
Kevin stood, suddenly looking nervous. "Sis', let's go through to the lounge, get comfortable, we . . . we'd like to talk."
"We have been talking . . . haven't we?" and Regan smiled.
Kevin put one arm firmly around her and prompted her toward the comfortable chairs in the room beyond. "Yes of course we have, and we have some other things, come on let's sit down in a bit more comfort."
She allowed herself to be guided to a large single facing the couch; Kevin and Mary took the seats opposite.
"I'm sad I missed the twins Kev, it seems like an age since I saw them." Regan smiled, trying to ease the tension which had somehow come into the room. What's up?
Ham was strangely silent, none of the normal distracting commentary in her head. Something was wrong, she knew it.
Kevin took the lead. "Regan . . . we're concerned about Jared."
She sat up straight, suddenly defensive. "Jared? He's fine . . . isn't he?"
"He's a great kid Sis'" Kevin continued, "But . . . we're concerned he spends a lot of time alone."
"Alone? I talk to him every day, and mom is with him, and Ham, what are you trying to say, I think . . ." and to her annoyance tears began to well up in her eyes.
Mary spoke quickly, "Regan we love you, and we know Jared loves you, but that boy needs more than a lonely life on Hillary Station." She continued before Regan could reply. "Regan, he needs children to interact with, I know it will come at Hillary, but maybe not soon enough for him. Don't get me wrong, it's difficult to be a working mother, but maybe there are some things that could lighten the load."
Rattled and annoyed, but feeling guilty at the same time, Regan was speechless for a moment. Nothing they were saying was a surprise to her. They knew she . . . loved the boy, but nothing of this situation she seemed confident to deal with. She dropped her head into her hands. "I do love him . . . I do, but I know . . . I'm a terrible mother."
Mary came over and knelt on the floor in front of her. She put her hands on Regan's knees. "Babe, we want to help, we want to move to Hillary, bring the children with us. They're a year younger but they're family, they're friends, and there will be others, soon." She paused. "In fact, it's decided, we're going to do it!"
Regan looked confused, stunned in fact, but only for a moment. "Kev . . . What's happening?"
"It's decided Regan, we're not needed here specifically. Most of our time now is spent online or on vid-calls or traveling and with the speed of the Pod's we can do that just as easily from Hillary. We want to move and we're going to, for you and for Jared. It's done." He was definite.
"But . . . how? Where will you stay, it's no place for a family." Regan struggled.
"Well," He quickly continued, "it should be a place for families and will be. We have a compound all prepared for us; it'll be The Stein Compound, a home for us, Jared, Mom . . . and you, whenever you want to stay."
"But how can you have done that?" She paused as she thought about the implications. "How can you have done that without . . . . ." and she again paused in mid sentence, reality dawning. [Ham?]
[Regan . . . I'm with them, for you and for Jared]
"What is this, an intervention?" She looked around; there were still just the three of them.
"No," Mary answered. "Think of it as an ongoing reunion!"
Regan took a moment to think. She felt embarrassed, a bit exposed, but why do I feel so relieved? And then she began to cry, quietly. It was with relief, not anger or shame.
"I do love him you know . . . I do."
 

 

* * *
 

The drive back to Riverside was in quiet until the Bridge, not far from home.
[Ham, you said nothing to me about this]
[I said lots of things, you weren't listening]
[I thought you were on my side]
[I am on your side. I'm not a slave Regan; I care about you, and Jared. This is for the best]
 

She pulled into her private park and just sat there a while, reflecting. Undeniably she felt a weight had lifted off her shoulders. A weight that before now she didn't even know she carried. She did love the boy, but she couldn't help it, there was something there that made her hold back, meant that she didn't give her all. She knew what it was. It wasn't fair on him. This could be the start of putting it right.
 

[Thank you]
[Your welcome]
A weight off her shoulders and a feeling of euphoria replacing it she found her mind drifting.
[Is he still there?]
She sensed more than heard Ham's long sigh. [He's a man, what can I say?]
 

Leaving her BMW there directly in front of the entrance she sashayed up the steps and in through the sliding doors. Smiling at the female guard in attendance she then turned, poker faced to the manager, Martin. "My systems tell me that the apartment security is playing up again, I'd appreciate an inspection."
He didn't miss a beat. "Of course Ms Stein, lead the way." Quickly organizing himself he followed, not too closely, up the stairs.
She entered the apartment, leaving the door open for him and without looking back continued straight through to the bedroom. She stopped, facing the bed and slowly peeled off the suit down from her shoulders to the waist. Turning, she sat back, resting on the bed. He was still standing at the door. "Come in Martin, don't be shy, I made a promise."
He stepped through into the room as she slowly removed her soft leather boots. With a lift of her hand she stopped him several meters from the bed and then holding eye contact, used both hands to slide the suit down, off her hips and legs, and then tossed it aside to the floor. Naked, beautiful, she stretched then slid up the bed until she could grip the headboard with one hand behind her. With the other she grasped a tube from an alcove at her side, an almost unconscious act made without looking. She then slowly parted her legs as she looked across the room at the man staring wide eyed and eager. "You can come a little closer."
He stepped forward until she again stopped him, not far from the bed, and then poured a long stream of the oil below her belly. It drizzled tantalizingly down between her legs and without breaking eye contact she began to massage herself slowly with palm and fingers.
She delighted in his growing discomfort, soon closing her eyes and luxuriating in the feelings and in his lust.
[Spice it up for me Ham]
And immediately, when she reopened her eyes, she could see a small group gathered. Whether hologram or illusion she couldn't tell, all she felt as she kneaded herself indulgently, taking her time, was that merging of fantasy with reality. Martin there, joined by men and women watching her perform, famous and unknown, and all with that look. Soon, writhing, she climaxed . . . powerfully.
 

* * *
 

 

[Regan!]
 

[Regan . . . wake up]
She opened her eyes to bright sunlight and realized it was already late morning. Looking around she was relieved to find she was alone. It had been fun, with Martin, but complications now she didn't need. Rolling on to her back she stretched and groaned then slipped off the bed heading for the shower.
[What is it Ham?]
[So . . . no 'good morning' for me then?]
She laughed as she turned on the water, [Good morning my friend, and I feel wonderful. So, what's up?]
[Don't take too long in there, the Saucers back]
Regan stopped turning under the flow, [Aren't they early? is that good news or bad?]
[I don't know. I'm updating as we speak so I'll know soon. They've also come out of warp hot so they'll make Hillary in about twelve hours. I thought you'd like to be there. There's also a request in the system for a Vid-Conference with Bob Jarvis. Perhaps you could take that on the way up?]
[Sounds good Ham, I'll be ready soon] She found herself blushing at the mention of Bob Jarvis name, a memory of the night before. Remember, he wasn't really there!
[Ham, Jared, is he Ok?]
[Oh yes, he's up and about. We're down in the USDynamics section at the moment. Your mom is showing Jenny Joyce around. Jared and I are, well, up to no good]
[Tell him I . . .] she searched for the words.
[Don't worry; I tell him good things all the time, you'd be amazed what you say]
Regan rested her head forward on the shower wall, letting the water run down her back, I'm going to be a better mother! I'm going to be a better mother!
[I'll be on my way up in five minutes Ham] Then she rotated again and considered Marin's return. Better get ready . . . Ham knows I'll never be there in five.
An hour later as they lifted from Riverside Ham connected her straight through to The Prime Minister's office. It was presumptuous she knew but with Ham able to bypass all system blocks it seemed such a waste of time waiting to go through the normal screens just to talk to people.
Bob Jarvis was at his desk, surrounded by files. It looked like a marathon of reading and she didn't envy him.
"Hi Bob, it's Regan." She launched straight in, to his surprise.
He swung around in his chair and smiled as he moved across the room to get a better view of the wall screen. "Thanks for getting back to me, you've rescued me actually. If only I could take all this in by direct feed." he gestured at the files and laughed as he sat down more comfortably.
"If only," and she laughed with him, "Although it may not be the blessing you imagine. What can I do for you Bob? Some issue following Stockholm I imagine."
"You're not wrong, the President has asked me to speak with you, and Regan, before you say anything, I must say I do have some sympathy for their position."
"Just give it to me straight Bob, you know I'm not just trying to be difficult and I do value them as friends."
"OK, well the simple truth is they are in a bind. They want to be on Hillary and participating fully. But for decades their astronauts and engineers path into space has been via the military. All their top pilots are military, and many of them are brilliant. They can't see how they can build a viable space program without their most skilled people being able to participate. Frustrating as it may be, no doubt the Chinese and the Russians are in the same position. The President understands you're in a difficult position. Allowing the States in may set a precedent, but he would like you to think about it."
[There's the Hillary Step] Ham subbed into her thoughts.
"Just give me a moment Bob; I need to think about something."
Jarvis settled back into his seat. On the screen he could see Regan sprawled in her control chair, one leg over the arm and her head resting on her hand on the other arm. Her eyes were closed, deep in thought. It wasn't an unpleasant view. "No problem, I can wait."
 

[What are your thoughts Ham]
[The Hillary Step, sure it was important to us in the early stages of the build, we needed it as a stop off point as we ferried sections into our present position. But now it's a large station that we hardly use. USDynamics have a facility there and there are several research projects going on as we speak but now that we do most things here, well, there are thousands of square meters of space available.]
[So we give it to them, is that what you're saying?]
[No way, I'm too mercenary, but we could lease space to them there, maybe even move it a little farther out. USDynamics could be contracted to build extra facilities, platforms]
Regan looked up at the screen and saw Bob Jarvis was giving her his full attention. She smiled knowingly. "Bob I do want to be reasonable, but I don't want to encourage nationalism in space, particularly not at the point of a gun. The private companies are already doing a great job up here and we are steaming ahead. That's to the benefit of everyone. Political posturing between the big boys up here will be no help at all."
"I understand Regan and it's your ship up there, you make your rules, but can you do anything. They do want to cooperate."
"I think so. We have space available on The Hillary Step. That's our first station that we used getting Hillary Station underway. We could lease space there to the States and others if they want it and I'm prepared to compromise there on the military presence. The station can be expanded if desired and USDynamics would need to do the work, at the Lessee's cost of course. It may even be possible to move the whole thing farther out if that's what they want, provided it doesn't compromise what we're doing at Hillary Station. As for Hillary Station itself, I'm reluctant to let anyone here who likes to carry guns, period. No Generals, Admirals or anyone who feels entitled to take control at any opportunity. But, maybe we could ease up on the flyboys. I do understand that if we're going to populate this system we need more people with the skills to do it. So, yeah, I'm ok with their astronaut crews working here with us, how we do that will need to be worked out. How does that sound?" She sat up, clearly tense. This was a big concession.
"You know Regan, I think that might just do it, Thank you. Would it be Ok with you if I pass that on myself?" He looked eager.
"Bob, you score as many points for the little guys as you can. Tell them to contact Kevin to sort out the details, contractual and otherwise. Oh, and for your information, Kevin and Mary will be based on Hillary for a while so they can be contacted there. I'll bring them up to speed. And one last thing Bob, remind them, there will still be no active military or spies tolerated on Hillary."
"Thanks again Regan. I'd get on to Kevin quickly so the call doesn't come as a surprise. Somehow I don't think the Americans will waste time getting in touch."
 

 

* * *
 

 

The Transport, or Saucer as most thought of it, drifted in from moonward and sailed down the pipe producing the first spin anyone had seen for some time. In an over the top maneuver Ham, with full merge now completed, managed three complete turns before sliding into place at the base of the keg. With both Pods in place and only one Interceptor away with Kevin, Mary and the twins, The STEIN Traveler was a picture, almost the complete sphere. Although she could only see it on screen Regan was sure she could feel the difference, and she was delighted.
The test Ham explained had been an unqualified success and He raved about young Aaron Stiles. The British physicist was brilliant he said, creative, insightful, full of ideas, fearless, undaunted.
It was too much for Regan. As they waited for the team to come up to control she baited him mercilessly. "Ham, I swear you are in love, the two of you should go off somewhere and have interceptors."
"I'm only giving credit where credit is due Regan. You wanted speed; this man gives you blinding speed. And still you mock. You don't deserve him, did I say he is a genius. He'd surprise the best on Dahlia I can tell you."
The doors of the lift opened and Aaron was the first to come out with Marin and Steph clapping behind him. Regan joined in and they embraced. She knew he was shy and true to form he didn't say anything, simply blushed and turned to usher in the other two.
[That's my man, always shares the limelight. It's an honorable trait!]
Marin stepped forward and embraced Regan followed by Steph.
"Come on all of you we can sit down over a coffee in the war room." they all trooped behind her.
[That was interesting]
[He is amazing isn't he?]
[Not your new love interest! Steph, she held back, I could feel it]
[You're being too sensitive. After all, Marin . . . a female . . . four days away . . . I mean, you do the math]
[Now you're being insensitive]
[Really? Your current thing for men in uniform is forgotten already?]
 

Regan came back with a start realizing they were waiting for her to start. They all sat bemused around the large table. "Sorry, I was a million miles away for a moment there. There's been a lot on while you've been away. Ok, give me your thoughts."
Marin jumped in. "It works Regan. Aarons understanding of the Warp Drive is amazing. From the same energy source his ideas have helped us double the output. We were hoping for forty, maybe fifty percent faster warp speeds but it seems once there, at warp, just a little more input is generating greater speeds than we dreamed about. We've reduced Warp travel times by half and Aaron thinks with time and a larger drive such as in The STEIN, he can gain even more, can you believe it." Marin hardly took a breath. He was incredibly excited, more than seemed appropriate in fact. The breakthrough clearly had him thinking.
[You want to go home don't you?] Regan subbed him privately and it caught Marin off guard. For a moment he sat there, rigid, his mouth hanging open.
Steph reached across quickly and rubbed his forearm gently. "Are you Ok?" Her concern was obvious, personal, and intimate.
Marin pulled the arm away quickly and the look on her face said it all to Regan. Steph was hurt.
She looked at him, disappointed. [Oh Marin] . . . [With my best friend?]
He looked like a boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. [Regan, it was nothing; well . . . it was pretty good actually . . . but not as good as you]
[. . . And with Aaron there!]
Marin shrugged, [He sleeps a lot]
Ham intervened. [Guys, guys . . . your audience, they're waiting]
Regan took a big breath, placed both hands palm down on the table as if bracing herself and took the three of them in, all sitting nervous across from her. She smiled breaking the tension. "Thank you Aaron. Who would have thought that we could take advanced technology like this and have one of our own improve it? You are amazing. With Ham's approval I'd like you to get to work on The STEIN immediately. I think now's the time to get on to it while things are quiet here. What do you say to that Ham?"
"There is always a place here for brilliance." Ham gushed.
[Oh get a room, please!] Regan was losing patience.
[Philistine!]
"Enough of this . . . I can read the reports, it's the result I'm delighted with. You all need a break. Ham can transport you to the pipe so you can hit your own rooms, or you're all welcome to stay here tonight. In any case we will meet again tomorrow. Marin, I'd like a word with you in private please."
It was clearly a dismissal. Aaron immediately and without a word headed for the displacer room. Steph stood but clearly didn't want to leave so Regan walked around the table and hugged her. It's OK Steph, I just have some things I need to talk about with Marin. He'll be along soon. She blushed, nodded, and slipped away. Sheesh! Does she even know where Marin's room is?
 

They both took chairs and looked at each other, each waiting for the other to speak.
Marin finally stood and began to pace. He turned back to Regan and stretched his arms wide as if appealing to her.
"I know what you're thinking . . . Why? Why you ask . . . Why? Regan . . ." And he sighed, his shoulders slumping clearly having no answer, ". . . because it was there. I'm sorry . . . That's all I've got."
"But she's my best friend Marin . . . really? I don't think you get it. It's not that you enjoy sex that bothers me; nor that you've had sex; it's that you had sex with her! She doesn't play the field the way you do. If you hurt that woman Marin, so help me . . ."
"I won't hurt her. I'll talk to her."
Ham could stay silent no longer. "Well that'll be a first. I agree with Regan Marin. We've got good a understanding here and it works. She doesn't have that with us and she'll be easily hurt. She's not someone you just love and leave."
Marin slumped into a chair. "And Regan, she wants to go with me too."
Regan sighed, slumping back into her own chair, knowing what was coming, "And you said?"
"Well . . . it's a month each way even with the new drive, in just the Transport, on my own; I knew you'd be too busy . . . what's a Dahlian to do?"
"Oh, good grief!" Regan dropped her head into her hands.
"I'm disappointed with you too Marin." Ham radiated judgment.
"You! . . . you were there all along, you saw and heard everything and now you pretend that it's all a surprise!"
"Just because I see doesn't mean I agree."
"Well you should have said something then."
"I did say something, I said Marin don't do it."
"It? It? What does 'it' mean?"
"I specifically said, Marin, don't do it; don't screw Stephanie."
"Well I can't remember that, I can't have heard you." He looked away.
"You said, Ham, I know what I'm doing."
"Well you should have told me again, what are friends for?"
"I told you each of the seven times, in three different rooms, Marin don't do it, don't . . ."
"SEVEN TIMES!" Regan glared at him. You were only away three days! Surely you were working some of the time." She stood and made for the door. "I'll speak to her, she's my friend. Where is she Ham?"
[In the rakes room]
Great! This will be interesting, wonder what she thinks of that dump. She turned back to Marin. "You stay here until Ham says."
"I'll just get a coffee then." and he was off to the galley.
 

Regan found Steph sat on Marin's bed. She was fingering a crumpled sheet, regarding the scattered rubbish and mess, her nose crinkled up with disgust. Regan sat beside her and joined her survey of the ruins. "We tend to use my room more." She said.
 

"I'm so sorry Regan, he said you weren't exclusive, and the temptation . . ."
"Steph, stop right there. I'm not angry with you, because it's true, Marin's his own man and you aren't the first earthling he's enjoyed, not by a long shot I'm sure. You're all I'm concerned about. He's a knight, but just realize he's not going to be your knight in shining armor. Be very sure you want to do this. In his society they have open relationships, many partners, most don't even have children. Marin's not a bad guy. For him this is normal, but don't fall into the trap of thinking great sex means marriage, house, and kids. It aint gonna happen!" She drew the words out.
Steph turned to face her."It's not just that, I want to see Dahlia Regan. You can understand that. Maybe that's part of why I so easily, well you know. I wanted him to want to take me. I've only got my brother in the UK. Mom and Dad are gone. I want to do this. Kutch has special projects on a string down there, like he does with everything. You don't need me here."
Regan hesitated, her thoughts whirling. You are so wrong, I feel like I need you here more than ever. "Babe, as long as you go with your eyes open it's ok with me, I won't hold you back." She stood, putting one hand reassuringly on Steph's shoulder. "I'll leave you here for now, we can talk more tomorrow." She stood with no more words to say. Emotions churning she left immediately, for the displacer.
[Ham, tell Marin he can come down now. I can't stay here another minute, can you send me to the pipe. I think I'll check out this new compound tonight]
[Care for some company?]
[If you mean you my friend, always, I need to talk]
 

 

As she walked down the pipe, an unerring sense of where to go directing her Regan and Ham chatted silently as always. She found herself talking and thinking at the same time, about Ham and what their relationship had come to mean to her. That someone knew her needs so well and cared enough to intervene, even with her family meant a lot. She really didn't know how to tell him, or, given how close they were, if telling him was necessary.
Standing outside the Stein Compound entrance she felt a nervousness that hadn't been there even a day ago. Inside she knew would be her mother, and Jared. She hadn't seen him for three days although they had communicated via Ham and his ear implant often.
[Let's do this Ham]
The door slid open. It was beautiful. She walked through the entrance into a garden with paving leading to a lounge area, large screen, and comfortable couches. Jean Stein was stretched back watching her favorite soap and turned in surprise as Regan entered. Her look of delight was a tonic and Regan hugged her as if life depended on it.
"Isn't this wonderful Regan?" Jean stepped back holding her at arm's length, a broad smile on her face. "It was nice on The STEIN but Ham has excelled himself here. I can't believe we're going to be all together." She hugged Regan again.
"I can't believe it either mom and yes, it will be great to stay, not that work lets me do that as much as I'd like." Regan stopped, stepped back and gripped her mother's hands warmly. "Mom, thank you for all you do for Jared. You've saved me, you and Ham. I don't deserve either of you."
Jean lifted her own arms and gripped Regan's. "Sweetheart, that boy is a gem, and he knows he's loved. We're a team and our lives, his included are all the richer for your dreams. I . . ."
A small form burst into the room, all energy and excitement. "Mom! Mom! You won't believe what Ham and I have been doing! We're building a bob!"
[He's excited, he means a bomb]
She paused [Seriously Ham? A bomb!]
Regan bent over and picked him up for a hug that felt more like a swirling dance. It was hard to think of Jared as four. His height and build made him a handful.
"Show me what you've been up to, and I want to hear all about what you intend to blow up."
[Oh boy . . .]
She glanced apologetically back at her mom as Jared literally dragged her from the room. Jean settled happily back into her seat, but not before talking to her friend. "It's going to be all right Ham."
"Jean, I never doubted her."
 

 

* * *
 

 

 

 




Chapter Two
 Regan moped in her command chair, replaying for the umpteenth time the Saucer spiraling showily down the pipe moonward before curving off out of frame. I should be on it! With just a thought she switched to the external view, zooming in to keep sight of the already rapidly dwindling vessel and listening to the excited chatter from Steph in the Transport control room.
 

"Why do you do this to yourself Regan, it's been five days for goodness sake." Ham's voice for the first time began to display some impatience. He'd tried understanding, then compassion, then patience, even stoicism. He'd had enough.
"Regan we're sitting around doing nothing. I'm starting to feel like a starving Vulture, fuck this waiting, I'm gonna kill something! We need to do something, anything, make things happen."
She stood and began to pace Control. "I know it's crazy but I can't escape this feeling that I'm missing the party, like I'm standing outside while everyone else is having fun."
"You are not a woman who lets others decide what fun is. Let them go, let them screw, get bored whatever. But please, please don't become boring yourself. I couldn't bear it."
"Don't you have lots of other pursuits to keep you busy?" Regan dangled her hands either side of the chair, deflated like a rag doll.
"This is pathetic. I'm not insensitive, unsympathetic or uncaring but there are more important things to be doing than wondering what positions they're discovering without you."
Silence . . .
"Regan, have you given any thought to the scroat who tried to kill you at Base Camp?"
She sat up, suddenly focused. "Have you discovered anything?"
"No, the man hasn't been identified and there is no match for his DNA or face in any data system or records I can access, and as you know I'm the best. I'm disturbed by that. And I'm surprised you haven't mentioned it. Anyone can see that bruise on your ribs is still a doozie."
She smiled at the references, scroat and doozie? "Ham, I just thought it was a crazy protestor."
"He may well have been but I doubt it. Someone local I could identify. No I think it was something more sinister. Regan, things have changed. You're rattling a lot of cages. We need to be more careful."
"What more can I do than we're already doing?" She finally got up from the chair and headed for the galley.
"For one thing we need to upgrade your suits. I have a few options in mind."
"Ok Ham, so now you're a dress designer. Do tell me more."
"Not so much a dress designer dear, more a constructer of functional filigree."
She was already pouring coffee, all thoughts of exotic couplings gone. He's right, it's time to make my own party again.
Ham could tell she was 'on the turn'.
"Ok, I have uncovered something and I'm sure it's important. I can't tell you how much it annoys me that I can't use this to identify the bastards but for what it's worth the call is a start and it sounds suspicious. It was made from an untraceable mobile in Wellington to another untraceable mobile in the Wairarapa."
She heard a male voice, British accent, cultured. "What went wrong?"
Then a second voice spoke, the accent hard to place. "I was standing close and I can't understand it. He got a full blow in. The knife was to the ribs and his full weight was behind it. Sure her security got to him but the stab was clean. She screamed and dropped, then the crowd surged and I lost sight. By the time I fought through she was gone. He . . . you know, was dead."
"Well that's not fucking good enough. Stay low until I call you again. This isn't the end of it."The call was disconnected.
 

Regan walked through with her coffee to the war room. She sat, disconsolate, a cold feeling settling over her. "So, it's not over."
"Did you really think it was?"
"Ham, with everything else going on, I don't think I wanted to even consider it."
"Well you must, you're a mother and my backup."
She laughed. "Thank you for putting my priorities in perspective, nothing there about the value of my own life for its own sake I notice."
"Well, think about it like this, you know if I'm alright, I'll be looking after you."
"Ok Ham, show me what you've got in mind for the suits."
"Well, they're not that different, just a little higher in the collar to protect the neck. Some would call it a Chinese collar, but I prefer to think of it as a plain old neck guard, and in this case it has a handy adaption a bit like an airbag without the air. It could be handy should you ever be spat out into deep space or someone tries to drown you. Also there's an incorporated utility belt for those important female bits and bobs you're always asking others to carry. Apart from that it has the same male hardening features as those you've been shamelessly wearing to date."
"You have such a way with words . . . Ok, let's have a look then."
 

 

* * *
 

Hayden Joyce, already well settled in to his new role as USDynamics Hillary Station CEO, led Regan and Kevin along the hangar deck at Hillary Step.
"The US seems happy with the orbit position of The Step where it is Regan and if it meets their needs, why go to the trouble of moving it?"
Kevin nodded, "I agree Regan, provided the Chinese agree too, and we've negotiated a great deal for a ten year lease with rights of renewal. We limited it to ten, not them, and there are strict limitations on the stations use. Absolutely no action will be permitted against Hillary Station and no aggressive action against Earth military targets. The understanding is that the US will be developing Space Fleet as a means of Earth defense and Solar System development. The Chinese have agreed to participate with them although they will delay occupation a few more months. Both hope to continue research through contracting the private firms on Hillary Station anyway. This will be strictly a shared Navy base as such."
"What if the Russians want space?" Regan sounded doubtful.
"The Americans understand they don't have exclusive use however they have committed to half the square meters available. China are less accommodating but they've only committed to thirty percent. That leaves twenty for the Russians and Hayden has plans to expand the Step anyway. He can tell you more. On top of that of course there is the USDynamics manufacturing space which they may not need as Hillary Station grows."
"They want more space Regan" Hayden explained, "but even they can't justify it budget wise or with the fleet available. And that's where it gets really exciting. We'll be expanding the landing area on their pads and be tendering for their new craft. This could be the opportunity to sell the two seated ADF!" Hayden was ecstatic.
"Sis' the US is already underway. The first shuttles with advance crew are expected tomorrow. They'll be working with Hayden's team on logistics and they hope to have operational shuttle squadrons flying back and forth within three months. I hate to say this but it will be like watching the Wright Brothers in the beginning. They don't have anything like our Sherpa's or the ADF's. I have a feeling that we'll have to address the technology gap issue pretty quickly." He paused.
"On that note," and he nervously paused again, "they want to post a couple of their flyers to Hillary, to spend time with you if possible. It's basically a shopping expedition. I said I'd talk to you about it, but no promises." He looked hopeful.
"Shit Kev, the last thing I want to be is a salesperson, or a tour guide. Couldn't you think of someone else?"
"So you're not opposed to the idea per se?" He made eye contact, questioning, his eyebrows lifting."
She stopped, put her hands on her hips and eyeballed him. "Kevin Stein, did you just cherry pick me?"
He laughed. "I knew you wouldn't be interested so I thought we could find someone else to show them around. Good use of a straw man I thought."
"Well, it seems it is a new age of cooperation. Kev, I still want to be careful. I don't want them getting any of the Field Bubble technology. They can enjoy it at the Step but they don't find out how it works ok. Same with the Grav Plates, they can use them, buy them, but they don't get the tech." She was adamant.
"I hear you babe, and don't think we're not savvy about these things too. We don't surrender up the jewels to anyone. I wouldn't just have you on my back I'd have Mary too."
Regan pondered that a moment. "Kevin, I love Mary and it's unqualified. Just to be clear though. No price would make it OK. Any decision on Tech go's through me. Are we agreed?"
"I hear you." And he turned to Hayden. "I guess you heard all that too my friend. USDynamics have access to a lot of hot stuff. Where do you stand?"
"Kev', do you really need to ask. We've left politics behind now. We have to work with it and we know who our friends are, but when it comes to this business I for one know where my loyalties lie. On my watch there will be no leaks, period. Our contract states that USDynamics are the station mangers and we will be as tight as a drum."
 

 

* * *
 

 

The Russian moon shuttle drifted slowly off its prearranged orbital path, the occasional irregular bursts from a left tail thruster developing spin that threatened to soon become a sickening whirl. After seven days on the surface, simply a token mission to establish presence and precedent, it appeared the return shuttle would soon be out of control. The five cosmonauts moon walking were about to find themselves very, very alone. On the Shuttle, pilot and engineer reportedly were working frantically to identify the fault. Preparing for pick up had become a disaster.
The little ADF observed the crafts irregular motion with casual interest. Ham reasoned he wasn't exactly spying, he was watching. There was a difference. It was none of his business but already he was calculating the rate of spin, the regularity of the bursts and the likelihood of survival. Hmmm, he thought as he prepared to report back to Hillary, I hope that thing has barf bags!
 

 

Meanwhile, on Hillary, the US 'spies' had arrived. Regan watched the welcoming ceremony with interest, staying on the fringe of the small group. She had said she wouldn't be there at all, but in the end couldn't resist. The USDynamics Liaison Officer had gathered a small welcoming group for Majors Leah Morgan and 'Butch' Harmon, Navigator and Pilot of the latest US Shuttle. The pair's arrival had drawn a lot of interest as the craft struggled to match spin approaching the pipe. Ham left them for a while then arrested their progress before any damage was done, a fact of which they remained blissfully unaware. They then managed a successful glide in to the flight deck in the USDynamics Shipyard, inner rim earthward end.
 

Regan had chosen this arrival pad for personal reasons. The USD flight decks hummed with activity and she knew it would be a shock to them. No harm in letting them know they're not the Bee's knees, she thought. Hayden had delegated a hand holder for the pair to spare her but she couldn't resist being there to observe the arrival. They were the first Military on Hillary. Shit!
Watching them step down from the shuttle was almost comical. They did look flash but the bulky flight suits were a blast from the past she thought. To be fair she had become so accustomed to the apparent fail safe nature of Ham's systems that any thoughts of needing even a helmet hadn't occurred to her.
[Now,] Ham gently reminded her [you need to be reasonable. These are our friends, remember. Take a breath. They joined up for just this chance, to get into space, not to kill people. They're just like you] Ham could tell Regan was unreasonably touchy. [Do you need anything to calm down? Elephant tranquilizer perhaps?]
[I'm good Ham, but you know how I feel about this, it's not their fault but the military, they all come with this ingrained attitude of entitled power]
[One, that's a ridiculous generalization, and two, you won't have to deal with them anyway, remember?]
 

The two officers walked toward the obvious welcoming committee. Morgan was short but walked with a powerful grace. She looked like a gymnast. Harmon she guessed would be a little taller than herself. The pair walked straight toward Hayden who was clearly the oldest of the group and although dressed casually, every inch CEO material.
Major Harmon, the senior officer saluted. "Mr. Joyce?" Hayden smiled a welcome and extended his hand which Harmon shook with gusto.
"It's good to have you both here Major's, welcome to Hillary Station." Hayden glanced across at Regan but she quickly shook her head.
"Wow," Harmon blurted, "What a place you have here, unbelievable, I flew your planes sir, in training, who would have thought I would one day be standing on a USDynamics Orbital?"
[REGAN!] The voice boomed in her head, distracting her for a moment.
Hayden jumped in quickly. "Well Major, let's get it straight, it's our privilege to be here, we're partners in the building and we're learning all the time, but this is a STEIN project make no mistake about that." He looked uncomfortable.
"Oh sure, sure I know they've got the money but we sure know what to do with it eh?" and he laughed conspiratorially. Hayden actually recoiled and stepped away.
Regan found herself stepping forward, what she would say she didn't know. Major Leah Morgan took one look and broke into an immediate delighted smile.
"Shit, it's you . . . Sorry . . . Wow! I'm so pleased to meet you Ma'am."
It rather took the wind out of Regan's sails. She hesitated a second only for Major Harmon to turn and catch a woman standing there out of the corner of his eye.
"Oh," he said, "Thanks" and held out his bag while turning back to Hayden. He released the bag and Regan watched it drop to the floor.
"Hey, there are breakables in there." Harmon turned back sharply.
Hayden stepped forward and put one hand firmly on the Majors arm. "Major Harmon, I'd like you to meet Regan Stein. This is her station and you are here at her invitation."
Regan smiled icily and extended her hand. He took it and she held it, without releasing.
"Welcome Major Harmon . . . Now," and she leant forward, doubtful, 'Butch', that can't be your real name surely, a favorite dog perhaps?"
"Ma'am I've always been Butch."
Regan was quick. "Oh, well you'll feel comfortable here then, we don't judge people by their sexuality." Leah Morgan laughed out loud.
"No ma'am," he blushed, "It's my nickname, always has been."
"Well there must be a given name surely, what do your parents call you?"
"Rodney, Ma'am."
"Oh . . . Butch it is then."
She turned to include them both. "Well, we're going to be spending some time together I understand, in the meantime USD Liaison will guide you to your quarters. We can talk later."
"Ma'am, I just need to secure my ship." He looked annoyed, at himself more than anything. Don't fuck up the diplomatics the General said. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
"Of course Major, no offense intended but you can rest easy, there's nothing in there we would want." Regan turned to walk away. She could clearly here him mutter, bitch!
 

[Regan, I love ya, but you can be a real ball breaker at times. Was that really necessary?]
[They just make me so angry at the moment!]
[Who, is 'they'?]
[MEN!]
[I notice you didn't leave the tour to the USD Liaison man?]
She didn't comment.
 

Although the first pipe tube was available she chose to walk and let off some steam. To her surprise she heard feet padding up behind her and turned to see Leah Morgan approaching at a jog.
"Ma'am, I'm sorry to interrupt you, could I have a word?" She was hardly puffing.
"Certainly Major, and its Regan, please, we don't stand on ceremony here." Regan took in the woman, taller than she first thought but she still towered over her, ten centimeters at least. She was slim under that suit, that much was obvious but she could also tell the major was a tough nut. The warm smile Morgan gave her could not hide the sense of calm control she radiated. She'd be a handful in a scrap I bet.
"Thanks Regan," She didn't hesitate to switch to first names, "And its Leah, I realize you're the big wheel here but I would like to be on friendly terms." She stretched out a hand again and they shook warmly. She quickly continued, "Butch, he's not a bad guy, we were both just so keyed up about coming here. He knows he's put his foot in it and I just wanted to say, give him, us, a second chance. We feel like we've won the lottery coming here, truly, we don't want to blow it."
Regan couldn't help smiling, "So you're the diplomat?"
"You wouldn't say that if you knew me better," and she laughed infectiously, "but I am the smart one!"
"I think I'd like that Leah, to get to know you better. Walk with me."
They continued up the corridor, passing the compound and completing the full two point three kilometers end to end, chatting like old friends and only stopping on reaching the construction zone. Without thinking Regan called up a wall visual of the space beyond and suddenly, there in all its glory was the moon, off in the far distance but impressive nonetheless. Regan began explaining that the pipe would eventually extend a further seven hundred meters beyond that point, including the moonward flight decks, before realizing Leah was looking at her, mouth gaping.
"How did you do that?" she asked, breathless and turning back to take in the stunning view.
"Uh . . . it switches on for visitors automatically," she quickly replied. "Isn't that beautiful?"
[Regan?]
"What is it Ham?"
[Sorry to break up the love fest', but something's up, with the Russians. I think you should get to control]
[Damn, and I was just starting to enjoy myself]
Regan turned back to the Major, to catch a strange look on her face.
"Who were you talking to then, have you got an ear piece or something?"
"Between friends?" and she cocked her head, smiling conspiratorially, "Yeah, it's something like that. Look Leah, I'm really sorry to cut this short but some business has come up that I need to attend to. I'll walk back half way with you then I'm sure you'll find your way."
"No problem, it's been great already, thank you. I can tell this is going to be bomb!"
Regan smiled at the choice of words remembering Jared's construction, disturbingly effective under Ham's questionable tutelage. They started back soon chatting animatedly until Regan paused opposite The STEIN.
"I'll leave you here Leah, it's been fun and it's nice to say that. The USD Liaison will meet you as you continue down. We can talk another time."
"Thanks," she replied, "I'd like that." Regan just stood there smiling, so Leah turned and started back. She took a few steps then paused, swiveling back. Somehow thanks didn't express how grateful she was to be here. But Regan was gone. Leah stood there for a moment, the hairs on the back of her neck rising. Her eyes instinctively lifted to the ceiling window, and The STEIN, hanging there in space five hundred meters away. Beam me up Scotty . . . Surely not? A burst of excitement shot through her and she began to run, occasionally skipping like a child, drawing strange looks as she made her way down the wide corridor toward the familiar man she could see in uniform approaching through the other busy walkers.
 

Sitting in Control Regan and Ham reviewed the recordings from the little ADF. Not a real time feed it was sufficiently delayed to arouse concern.
"So, how long do you think they have?" Regan's eyes were glued to the Russian shuttle. It made her dizzy just thinking about what it would be like on board.
"The latest data seems to indicate the irregular thrusts are slowing but each one is like using your hand to keep a ball spinning except here in vacuum there's no resistance. The thrusts look significant but they're like tiny puffs. Still with each one the spin will get faster."
"Cut to the chase Ham . . . how long?"
"I would have said it should be over by now but clearly it isn't. If you watch carefully there is a counterthrust occasionally which slows the spin but it still doesn't look good. I guess they're trying to regain control."
"Have they requested assistance?"
"Not yet, what should we do?"
"We should be ready Ham but help won't be welcomed if they're more concerned with saving face. Where's the Tenzing?" She looked thoughtful.
"It's on the way up from Base Camp. Fully laden but there would be space for, maybe five if they're prepared to get familiar."
"Redirect it to the moon pronto and don't worry about giving away our speed, just get there. We can hold off and be ready if we're called upon. How long would it take?"
"She's almost here at the pipe so if we steam on by we could be there in a couple of hours without drawing attention. What about the shuttle, it's heading away from us and we don't even know if anyone's alive there?"
I'll take an Interceptor, if they ask for help. We don't want the Russians accusing us of interfering at the moment. Sub me if you hear anything, I'm going for a shower and I guess this is as good a time as any to try the new suit."
 

 

Down at the earthward rim As Regan tried her suit Leah Morgan was herself just exiting the bathroom after a luxurious twenty minute soak. Towel wrapped around her she was a tantalizing prospect for Butch but he knew better. For him at least, Leah Morgan was a No Go Zone. He mused on that ruefully but still couldn't keep his eyes off her as she moved about the generous room.
"So what's your room like Butch?" she asked.
"Just like this. More than I expected actually. Everything works which is a change. No mini bar or anything to eat or drink, but Peter, he's the liaison guy; he said he'd explain our options after we'd cleaned up. He let me look in on his own place as we passed. It's like a small apartment. When I commented that I was surprised, you know what he said? He said, of course this is an apartment, this is my home, like it was permanent or something." Butch sounded shocked.
"Well perhaps it is . . ." Leah looked thoughtful, "his long term home I mean. This place is huge and getting bigger by the day. Regan said there are even children here. Her son and her brother's children, and they're gearing up for more. This is going to be a community."
"She has a son? Huh, the big guy's I guess." Butch paused, thinking, "Sex with an alien, wonder what that's like?"
"Well, as you were saying today, you've always been Butch, maybe you'd like it, and he seems like a nice guy." She kept a poker face until he made a grab for her towel.
"Morgan if you spread that crap I'll eject you into vacuum." he groaned and covered his face with his hands. "What the fuck was I thinking?" She laughed and headed back to the bathroom to put on the ship suit provided. He continued talking, calling through the door. "So, what was she like?"
"I like her, and you will too if you can just keep that massive ego under control. She's self made Butch, not some Bimbo. Don't be such a chauvinist and you'll get on fine."
"Pick up any good intel?"
She came back into the room and glared at him. "No, and I'm not here for that. You should drop that thinking too, quick smart or you'll be on the first shuttle out of here. We're here to learn yes, and build good relations. But I am not a spy . . . are you?"
"Shit no, but I am military, I'm naturally interested, what's wrong with that?"
"Nothing I guess, but sometimes our interest seems less like a partner and more like a predator. We're in space Butch; it's really cold out there. It's not about who's in the lead here it's about who's prepared to work beside you." She paused, "Butch, think about it, we need them more than they need us. Be nice."
A loud buzz sounded from somewhere and they looked around. Leah spoke first. "Halloo?"
"Leah, it's Regan, something's come up and I thought you and hotshot might like to be involved. It's a real space rescue, what do you say?"
Butch raised his eyebrows and nodded enthusiastically.
"Do we want to be involved? Wow, has hotshot always been butch? Of course we would. What do we do?" She felt a sharp thump and rubbed her shoulder furiously.
"Head down to the USD flight deck and I'll pick you up from there in fifteen minutes. I'll tell you about all the excitement then."
"It's a date Regan." She turned back to Butch excitedly. He just looked at her. She spread her arms questioningly . . . "What?"
He stood and headed for the door. "Come on, we don't want to miss your date now do we?"
 

Although they'd seen an interceptor before on screen, to be walking up to one was intimidating. Sections of the top of The STEIN, the two interceptors, each a huge curved wing spanning twenty six meters tip to tip and twelve meters from nose to tail, had undeniable presence. The intimidating aspect of their look came partly from the shape, but mostly from the featureless, windowless surface. Matt black, looking like segments cut out of a sphere, which they were, the interceptors were unsettling. Not much more could be said. Adding to their unease was the view from a distance; it appeared to be floating above the surface of the deck. A section of the rear wall irised open as they approached and they stepped up nervously, like schoolchildren on their first school trip. Butch bounced on the floor, amazed there was no movement with their added weight. They stepped into a wide cockpit area seating four in a row. At eight meters side to side and around four meters front to back the space still seemed generous. They could see doors either side and out of one to the left stepped Regan, coffee in hand. Behind her they could see a small galley. Leah's eyes widened. Regan's suit was different. Still mostly black and skin tight but belted at the waste with attachments. The collar was higher and curving panels at the sides in silver grey seemed to accentuate her figure.
"Girl I've got to have me one of those!" She blurted it out without thinking and Regan laughed.
"Got to say, I like it too. You never know Leah, stick around long enough and I might find one for you."
[Oh please, what was it you said to me? Get . . . a . . . room!]
Butch stepped forward and extended his hand. "Thanks for having me on this trip, whatever it is. I wouldn't have blamed you for leaving me. I was a jackass and I know it."
She took his hand and smiled. "Thanks, and in the interests of international friendship I'd like us to start off on a new foot. Don't take this the wrong way, but as a Kiwi, I'm sorry, I just can't call you Butch. If it's OK with you I'd like to make it Rod. I can live with that. Think of it as a term of endearment."
He smiled. "That'll make you just like my mom."
"Hmm, not quite the association I was looking for but until we find something better, Rod it is. Well, let's get going, I'll fill you in as we move, take a seat guys."
Leah held back but Rod made straight for one of the centre seats.
Regan pulled him up. "Ahhh, Rod, that's my seat."
He stopped quickly and then moved for the other centre position.
"And that's Leah's Rod, sorry, I should have said, perhaps take the one on the left, that's nearer the toilet. It can be handy."
Leah couldn't help smiling as she took her seat and Regan joined her. Rod slipped chastened into his. Regan then shuffled her feet up under her and settled in.
"Take it away Ham."
The screen lit up in front of them, dazzling in its clarity and they smoothly, without any perceptible g force or sound slipped out of the flight deck, through the field bubble on the edge of the USD inner ring and out into space. Earth hung there, beautiful in the distance. The passengers both gasped at its suddenness and as Ham swung them in a curving arc away from the planet the path gave them for the second time a view of the pipe, Hillary Station, but this time in brilliant wall to wall clarity.
"Ho-ly fuck." Rod almost fell forward from his seat. Leah was spellbound, gripping the arms, tingling down her arms and back. It was spectacular and all the more as the moon came into view, their destination clear.
"You're not flying this thing," Rod observed.
"No, for that we have the best Pilot in the game, I'd like to introduce you to Ham. You know computers and software are my game; well when I started working on AI's to fly the ADF's I never envisaged meeting Ham. Ham flies the interceptors and sorts out most other things around Hillary. I'll say this once and hope you don't need to find out the hard way. Ham is my partner. He is not just an AI; he is a mind beyond your imagination, a great friend and a terrible enemy. From now on you can address him any time you like if you need anything and I encourage you to do so. Ham, It's my pleasure to formally introduce Leah and Rod. I know you will make them welcome."
[Just one correction, I think I'm a great enemy] He took over smoothly. "Welcome to you both. This mission, should you decide to accept it haha, involves the rescue of two Russian Cosmonauts who have found themselves stuck in a high speed blender. We hope to get there while there are still chunky bits worth saving."
Leah stole a glance at Rod. He was sitting wide eyed and disbelieving.
Regan interrupted with a sigh. "To give you the Readers Digest version, we've been following the Russian moon expedition out of general interest and noticed a day ago they have problems with the shuttle. It seems to have developed faults with its thrusters, problems which put it into an irregular spin and have it currently sailing out happily toward Mars, but not really in a happy way. They didn't ask for help so we haven't mentioned we noticed. We quietly redirected a Sherpa to hold position off surface in case things deteriorated further. They did. Finally a call came through today for assistance. The Sherpa has already picked up the ground party and they're crammed in like sardines on the way back to Hillary as we speak. We're headed to intercept the shuttle. Nothing has been heard from them for thirty six hours and although the spin has stabilized, they're weightless, and I'm guessing you'd gag on the air in there. If whatever happened hasn't killed them I guess they could have drowned in vomit. That about sums it up . . . any questions?"
"So, what's the plan?" Rod asked.
"We catch the shuttle, somehow stabilize the spin and hopefully make contact with the spinnees. Failing that we stabilize them, and establish connection with their airlock. I'll go in and see what we're dealing with. If there are injured we bring them back on board and, this is where you come in Rod. I understand from your files you are fully qualified in emergency meds as part of your core training. You can stabilize the injured while we hightail it home, easy!"
"Yeah Rod," Leah looked at him darkly, "you can stabilize them with your 'emergency med' training, it'll be easy!"
Regan turned slowly to look across at them both. "I take it my cunning plan has a fatal flaw?"
Rod looked sheepish. "What can I say . . . I cheated, that unit had nothing to do with flying, and how was I to know I'd end up here rescuing Russki's?"
Leah reached across and thumped him. "Well it was made a lot more likely by you including it in your CV! She turned back to Regan, "Don't worry, I've got this one, at least I got my fifty yard swimming certificate! I've done enough to look after this, with Ham's help anyway. What do you say Ham?"
"That you are clearly a woman of discernment . . . Regan, she's right. We've got this."
 

Rod and Leah sat amazed and mostly silent as they took in the moon sliding by them. The view was crystal clear, almost wall to wall and revealed incredible detail. Their speed only became apparent as they passed. A trip that had for decades taken days was passing in time measured in hours and minutes. Coffee in hand it was a shock when they were joined by an ADF, conspicuously on the edge of the screen but holding point there.
"Who's piloting that beauty?" Rod asked enviously.
"It's Ham." Regan replied smugly.
"So you multi task Ham? That's a useful trait in a guy." Leah couldn't hide her delight.
"Ahh . . . many Ham's make light work." Ham gushed. "Look directly ahead and you will make out the shuttle coming into vision as it spins. You can occasionally pick up the suns reflection off its wings."
Sure enough, regular flashes of brightness marked its position and at a steady rate they drew ever closer. Only thirty seven minutes later by Rod's watch they were clearly slowing, the shuttle now looming large in their viewer.
"Ok Ham, what's the plan?"
"As you said earlier, first we need to stabilize that spin."
"The ADF?"
"It's a risk," Ham replied. "It might be damaged, or damage the shuttle." [Regan, We could always just pop them on board with the IVD?]
[No way, I don't want them knowing about that technology just yet]
Rod and Leah were looking at her. "Any ideas?" she asked.
Rod spoke first. "Sitting here experiencing Ham's control, I get the feeling he can manage anything, right? What about sliding the ADF in there and matching the spin. Are the thrusts regular?"
"I can see where you're going." Ham replied. Calculate the time of the shuttle bursts and match it with a burst from the ADF."
"You'll need to start slow and build up, slow down the spin then bring it to a stop. Otherwise inside there, well, it doesn't bear thinking about." Rod leant back, arms crossed, quietly pleased with himself.
Regan smiled and shook her head. "Well Ham, sounds good to me. I love the ADF's but we can build more, as long as the ghost is all right."
"Ghost?" Leah asked.
"That's Ham," Regan replied, in concentrated business mode, "I'll tell you about it one day."
"Good enough for me." So I'll still be around one day! Leah settled back into her chair.
Already, from their dizzying vantage point they could see the ADF gently approaching the tumbling vessel.
It was a dance. The ADF smoothly approached the Russian shuttle adjusting its own spin so exactly; frankly there was nothing to see. This didn't stop Ham describing in painful detail every action until Regan intervened.
"For god's sake Ham just do it will you!"
This seemed to speed up the proceedings leaving both Rod and Leah wondering whether Ham could have completed it in half the time without an audience. Regan certainly thought so.
Soon the ADF was exactly synchronized and gently touched the Shuttle wing. For a moment they spun together in close embrace. Then they could see with each burst of the shuttle maneuvering thruster, the spin seemed less and less. What the ADF was doing they didn't know and didn't ask. Their eyes were fixed on the shuttle, wondering.
When finally the two were suspended, locked as if magnetized together, there was a collective intake of breathe in the control room. Suspension of belief had sustained them to this point. Now reality set in.
Regan spoke first. "What are we going to find."
"My moneys on chunky bits." Ham wasted no time with his opinion.
Regan ignored him. "Well, let's get this show on the road. I guess we drift in there now, what, rearward? And see if we can link up with their airlock. How exactly are we going to do that Ham?" For the first time she sounded doubtful.
"I still have a few tricks up my sleeve oh you of little faith. We'll be on our way just as soon as I have the cameras in place."
"Camera's!" All three spoke at once.
"Well of course, this is fantastic PR. I've been live feeding everything from the beginning, with an expert commentary. Get with the program people; we're rescuing Russians, in space!"
"I'm not sure that was a good idea Ham. They wanted to keep this under wraps."
"Under wraps? What bullshit. This is great viewing, and there may be chunky bits! This is going live around the world. Numbers are picking up even as we speak. There are over seven million in Russia alone watching. Hold on, I've got the drone in place, have a look at this!"
Suddenly their view was of the opposite side of the shuttle with only the wide starscape visible beyond. The little ADF could be seen propping up the near wing, and then suddenly the shape of the interceptor appeared from the other side rising majestically, serenely, THE STEIN TRAVELLER emblazoned on the side. The interceptor began a slow turn to face the camera and Regan laughed out loud. It had a front screen through which could be clearly seen, herself and Major's Harmon and Morgan.
She dropped her face into her hands and muttered, "Oh . . . my . . . god!"
"Don't worry," said Ham, "I can edit that bit."
The shuttle drew nearer in the viewer and Regan realized their guests would have little idea of what was happening. "Guy's, it's not obvious from here because the view hasn't changed for you but we're actually coming in backwards, am I right Ham?"
"Correct." He subbed again [I'm going to extend a field bubble between us. It won't be quite as stable in a tube form but it should hold up fine . . . almost certainly. Regan, do you want them to know about this?]
[Shit Ham, even I didn't know about this. I guess we could almost certainly disguise it . . . knowing your incredible ability!]
[Good idea . . . I'll make it black so they can't see the stars. But remember, you'll still have to float across. No Grav plates, sorry]
[Float! I've never floated before; can't you just guide me or something?]
[What, with a poke on the bum? Look, just push off and float over there. Worst case scenario you'll just bounce off the field and look like a right doofus]
Not for the first time Regan realized her 'glazed' look drew attention.
"Are you Ok Regan?" Leah shook her arm.
"You took the words right out of my mouth, are you sure you don't want me to do this?" Rod stepped toward the door.
"No!" Regan stepped in front of him. "I was just planning my approach."
"Now this is interesting." Ham interrupted, "I now have wireless contact. There doesn't seem to be anything wrong with their systems, and I register one life form. It's not moving. I can open their hatch from here."
"If the . . ." she hesitated.
[Connection tube!]
". . . Connection tube is up, open the doors Ham." Regan positioned herself.
A woosh and the doors opened to reveal a black pipe stretching out to the hatch of the shuttle. The only light came from the Interceptor so the path across looked eerily dim.
[Just stand at the doorway and with arms on either side push off for the shuttle. Try to do it evenly. I'll open the door of the shuttle before you get there]
[Oh joy!]
Regan reached outside the Interceptor and gripped the sides of the door opening she could feel. Trying to make as smooth an action as possible she pulled herself through into weightlessness, continuing the push to propel herself toward the shuttle. It worked next to perfectly with only a slight spin taking her off vertical. In front of her the door ratcheted open. Standing there in full space suit they could see a figure, with a weapon, pointing her way.
[Oh shit] Regan was still sailing forward, now in a star shape and out of control. Whether or not it was the man's original intention to shoot the sight site of a body flying toward him clearly decided the matter and he did fire, wildly, three times. Two of the shots proved superfluous as the first proved enough to break up the field which snapped back to the interceptor door. Both Regan and the Cosmonaut were sucked instantly into the void.
Rod and Leah both stood at the door, now looking into vacuum only half a meter away. "Fuck Ham . . . what happened?" Rod pressed up close to the field, trying to look either side. There was no sign of either Regan or the attacker.
"Well, clearly I need to work on the integrity of the . . . Ahem! Tube. What sort of an idiot brings a gun into space!" Ham sounded offended more than anything. The doors slid shut.
"Ham . . . Regan! Is she ok?" Leah was frantic. "Shit . . . shit!"
"I'm onto it, give me a moment." He shut the doors.
 

[Babe . . . don't try to breathe] Ham calmly subbed to Regan.
[Don't breathe! Are you kidding . . . I'm blind, I can't see anything . . . and I can't breathe!]
[That's because you're trying too hard. Relax, take a slow breath and you'll be able to take it out of the fabric. It'll cover you for about fifteen minutes. You can't see at the moment because there's nothing to see inside your head cover. I'd pop you right back in here but you said not to so I'm drawing up to you and the doors should be there right . . . about . . . now]
Behind them the doors opened with Rod and Leah turning just in time to catch the black masked ninja falling through the opening.
"Fuck me!" Rod muttered as they lowered her to the floor, the top of the suit shrinking back into the Chinese collar it was before.
"Maybe later," Regan replied gasping, "Where is that plonker?"
"He's there." said Ham.
They turned to the screen, the Cosmonaut suspended there in space looking at the Interceptor. Incredibly, he still held the gun. He pointed it at what he perceived to be the screen.
"What a git! He's not going to fire it surely?" Regan still sitting on the floor couldn't believe it.
Then he lifted the barrel to his helmet and fired.
 

 

The atmosphere in the Interceptor was subdued as they headed for home.
"Do we count that as a success?" Regan asked no one in particular.
"We're alive." Rod was quick to point out.
"What about that moon team?" Leah asked.
"That's a damn good point Leah . . . Ham? Where are they?"
"They're still in the Sherpa, arriving at earthward flight deck in an hour. Regan, we need that load the Sherpa's carrying."
"Get security there Ham. Make sure Brian's one of them and tell him they don't leave the deck. Cram them in the smallest most uncomfortable shuttle we've got and send them down to Riverside. We can have the police meet them there."
"Hmm, the smallest and most uncomfortable shuttle; that would be the one Rod and Leah came in."
She laughed, the other two failed to see the joke.
"Just get them down there Ham. I don't want them on my station a moment longer than necessary."
"Just so you know Babe that made great viewing. Billions will watch that, again and again. The shot of him flying off into space was spectacular."
"How did you get that shot?" Rod looked amazed.
"Ahh, we used a helmet cam, on Regan." Ham quickly replied and moved on, "Where to then boss?"
"Let's go down to Riverside to meet them, I'd like to eyeball them myself. What do you say team? I'll show you my apartment and we can sleep there tonight."
The two Americans looked at each other with a common thought . . . 'Team'. There were no objections.
 

 

The bright winter's day in Wellington quickly washed away memories of the coldness of space. Regan was unusually subdued as they made the usual run up the river toward home. It was unnecessary but Ham knew it was her favorite route. Nothing moved her today.
[Are you ok babe?]
[That's the second shot at me Ham, what the fucks going on?]
[We'll work it out, don't worry. Word has got out about the rescue. There's a crowd building at Riverside. You sure you want to go there?]
[We'll be on the roof Ham, no worries; I don't want to get paranoid]
Leah seemed to sense the tension and walked up behind Regan to squeeze her shoulders gently. "Are you ok?"
Regan put one hand back and squeezed Leah's in appreciation. "Thanks, I'm all right, just a bit shaken up I guess." She stood and joined Leah as they approached the rooftop of home. The crowd while not huge was significant. Mixed in among them were the Moon Graffiti protestors as usual but they were far outweighed by supporters.
They settled gently to the rooftop beside a Pod already there and as they disembarked a loud cheer erupted from out of their sight. They couldn't resist and walked over to peer across the top of the rampart, Regan stretching over to try and see the base . . .
 

Regan jerked back flung like a rag doll and crashed to the ground, the sound of a shot following. Instantly there was a flash and she disappeared, along with Leah who had dived to shield her.
The sonic boom broke windows as the Interceptor leapt from the rooftop and scorched vertically to the clouds, an unbelievable ascent that could hardly be followed by the eye. In seconds it was gone leaving Rod shocked, climbing back to his feet, dusting off his suit and finding blood, brain matter and skin on his hands. He vomited over the wall.
* * *
 

"Jared?" The voice in his earpiece interrupted the boys sketching. He looked up. "Tell Gran, it's a code red."
Jared stood slowly and walked, surreptitiously he thought, to the couch where his Grandmother was talking with Mary and Kevin.
It didn't escape Kevin and he watched with interest. The boy leant over and whispered into his Gran's ear.
"Code Red!" Jean stood sharply and took the boys arm. "We have to go Kevin, now, back to The STEIN."
"What?" and he also stood, "Why, what's going on?"
"I . . . I'm not sure." Jean looked flustered but determined.
"Tell Gran not to worry I'll take you from there."
Jared put out his arm. "Gran, take my hand."
The lights in the room suddenly went out. It was only for a second and when they returned the two were gone. The twins whimpered and ran for their mother.
"What the . . ." Kevin looked around desperately. "Ham, what happened?"
 

Like a pea from a blow gun The STEIN Traveler exited the pipe, so fast only those looking from the earthward end could follow its passage. It streaked moonward then curved off in a trajectory taking it who knows where.
In its wake a hum started up around mid pipe at the centre rib, long seen only as a bulge on the inner surface. It throbbed into life.
 

"Ham!" Kevin literally yelled.
There was a moment's silence, "I hear you Kevin, just give me a moment, I'm loading and updating . . . Whoa! Whoa ho ho! Well done Kutch! This feels fantaaaastic! There's so much processing power here, woo hoo!"
"Ham, for goodness sake, talk to me, what's happened?"
Silence . . .
Then . . . "I won't be a moment, just connecting with The STEIN, where's it going so fast? Soon be there . . . Not long . . . Not long . . . Oh . . . Oh . . . Oh shit . . . Oh shit . . ." The air seemed to cool in the room.
"Ham, what's going on? Tell me!" Kevin was starting to sound frantic.
"Kevin . . . its Regan . . . She's gone."
"Gone? What do you mean she's gone? Gone where?"
"I don't know."
 

* * *
 




Chapter Three
 The Saucer in transit
 

 

[Marin!]
 

[Marin!!]
 

[Marin!!!]
 

[Marin!!!!]
 

[Ham . . . what do you want? You can see I'm busy]
[Marin, in no system of the universe could what you are doing be considered busy! Something's up, come to control]
[I won't be long]
In contrived weightlessness Steph continued to bounce on him, blissfully unaware, eyes closed, abandoned and unselfconscious.
[That woman has proved a grave disappointment to me]
[Ham we've only just got going, it's been one week. You're just annoyed she doesn't spend much time with you]
[How could she, she is constantly 'otherwise engaged'. She's the Special Projects Director for goodness sake. You would think being here, amongst this technology she would at least be trying to find out what she can]
[She doesn't need to Ham, Regan has it all. Anyway, she has a current special project] He laughed, capturing Steph's attention for a moment.
[How do you do that? Keep going while you sub back to me?] He asked both amazed and appalled.
[Actually, it helps] and he laughed again.
[Well get it over with and get in here, we need to talk]
 

Marin left Steph floating, curled up in a satisfied ball, still coming down. He exited the war room and stopped at the galley for coffee before continuing around to control. "You could have talked to me in there you know."
"Are you mad? That would be rude and totally inappropriate. This is business. Now, look at the screen, what do you see?"
Marin noticed for the first time the starscape, distant pinpricks of light, billions, beautiful beyond words. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but that shouldn't be there."
"So, I have your attention."
Marin took a seat and contemplated the view. "We've dropped out of warp?" It was a loaded question. "Why?"
"There lies the mystery?" Ham let the thought hang.
"It'll be something to do with Aaron's safety settings," Marin suggested, "the question is, what made them cut in?" An urgent thought suddenly occurred to him. "Can we get back to warp?" His concern was obvious. The consequences of being stuck in interstellar space, light years from even the nearest star didn't bare thinking about.
"My system checks indicate no problems," Ham paused. "We simply dropped out, that must mean something was detected in or close to our path. Marin, we know this should be a clear line."
"So something has entered our path?"
"I can't detect anything, not within light years of our position, but there is some kind of energy signature. Someone has surfed through here."
"Can you tell which direction it came from, or where, whatever it is, was heading?"
"Not a clue, the direction does concern me but not as much as who or what?"
Marin looked thoughtful. "We are a long way from . . ." He paused, searching for the correct term, "our home . . . either home. We also know we're not the only group with the warp drive. Could it be someone else? Or perhaps Dahlia has sent another research vessel. Perhaps Sindali is in trouble?" He blurted out the options knowing at the same time it would remain a mystery. Whatever had passed was long gone.
"The question is Marin, which way do we go? Do we go on, or do we go back?"
Marin thought for a moment. Sindali . . . Steph . . . Regan? "If the systems are good, I say we go on. We're already on the way. Either way we could be wrong and never find out what it was. It sounds like whatever caused us to drop out could have come from and be going in any direction around us. It would be paranoid to go back. Regan would go on."
Ham wasn't happy. "I'm uncomfortable, something doesn't . . . 'feel' right . . . it's disconcerting, but I can't fault your logic. I agree. I'll check the systems again, just to be sure, then take us back to warp."
Marin too didn't look completely happy, but what can you do? He headed back to the war room.
 

* * *
 

A Behemoth, like a huge whale breeching but with no intention of return to the depths, the massive vessel emerged in deep space, so far from any heavenly body it appeared to simply hang there. The illusion would not last. Hurtling forward not far under light speed the vessel oriented itself and began the slow turn that would take it into new, for it, uncharted territory. Even in the cold vacuum of interstellar space the Behemoth radiated malevolent force. As the ship arrested its slow deviation the focus of its attention soon became apparent.
 

* * *
 

Riverside
 

Shocked and appalled Kevin and Mary sat together reviewing the different recordings of Regan, Leah and Rod on the rooftop, trying to piece together what had happened. For some reason the roof cameras revealed nothing of the event but Smartphone and Glass visuals from below were more than disturbing. They invariably showed a relaxed looking Regan, peering over the edge, then reeling back, a cloud of blood rising as she disappeared from view. Then, blurs on most screens as holders stumbled from a loud boom, screams, calls for help, some phones dropped and one visual of the interceptor rapidly dwindling to a dot in a clear patch of sky. Several seconds passed, and then Rod appeared, bobbing up and down, peeking over the edge. They could see his face harden as he spotted something, then he too was gone.
They switched to the Pod recording. Rod, entering the Pod, looking lost then collapsing into a seat. They listened intently to the conversation.
 

"Ham, are you there?"
"I'm here Rod."
"Where did they go, there was a shot, I think Regan was hit, what happened?" He shook his head as if trying to clear it.
"You were stunned there for a moment, after you dived back onto the roof. I snatched them, quickly."
Rod didn't seem to register the words, he blurted on, "Ham, I think I saw them, the shooter I mean. There's a vehicle down there, a white Toyota Van. It had a gap in the roof, for a rifle I think." He looked around widely, "How do I fly this thing."
"You don't fly it."
"We should get after them!"
Already the Pod was rising. As Kevin and Mary watched the visual showed the roof sliding away until they dipped silently down toward the park, only meters above the scattering panicked crowd.
"Take it up a bit Ham, in this traffic they can't have got far."
The Pod rose vertically until they had a good view, of the Bridge on the left and near roads on the right.
"There!" The Pod swung toward the bridge darting forward and down so fast the visual was dizzying. On screen, they could see a white van speeding onto the motorway and heading south. It was a fruitless flight. There could be no escape from the Pod.
"So Rod, what do we do?" Ham was calm, already considering the options.
Rod looked down at his left shoulder and the stains there, still wet. "Someone in that van shot . . . someone?" He shuddered. "It must have been Regan; she was on my left . . ." He sounded calm, training taking him on to auto pilot. "I'd take the bastards out but we need to talk to them."
The pod settled over the speeding van, matching pace and then suddenly, without warning, an explosion. The picture lurched with the blast and almost immediately the Pod appeared to soar away skyward.
 

Kevin rose from the couch. "I need a drink." he was clearly shaky as he crossed the room. "Mary?"
"I couldn't keep anything down now Kev, I feel sick." Mary dropped her head into her hands and massaged her scalp anxiously.
"So Ham, what can you add to that?" He returned with Bourbon and put his arm around Mary's shoulders.
"Kevin, at this moment I don't know any more than I've told you." Not completely true. "Regan has been seriously injured, that much I know and for whatever reason I've taken her away, at least for the moment. On firing up this iteration of me, I gathered as much information as I could before I lost contact. The STEIN caught the interceptor; they joined and immediately went to warp. It was that quick. Contact after that was impossible."
Kevin mulled over the implications, swilling the drink around in the glass as he thought. "The car exploding, was that you?"
"No, and the forensics will show that. I'd guess their handlers whoever they are had the bomb set ready to go. Mobile trigger probably."
"So who were they? He collapsed into a chair. "Oh shit, how did it come to this?" He took a slug.
"I don't have any data to confirm it but my guess is either Russia or China are behind it. Get rid of Regan, destabilize STEIN, and in the turmoil convince the Security Council to take over Hillary Station. They see Regan's space superiority as a threat to their own ambitions."
"The Russian story is that the Cosmonaut was a rogue. That he was affected by oxygen deprivation. In fact they claim we didn't do enough to help." Kevin sounded as he felt. He didn't believe it.
"And the Chinese have been suspiciously silent, even though we know they want in but on their own terms." Ham sounded frustrated. "Kevin, I don't like not having answers, but at the moment there are gaps in what I know. Until I get a chance to merge with The STEIN, they may remain unanswered."
"Code Red Ham, what's that."
"It just means go, get to The STEIN and go. Go fast, go far, and don't debate. But Kevin, wherever 'far' is, they will be assessing and planning to return. It's just a matter of when."
"When, and in what condition." Kevin put his own head in his hands, the memory of the visuals too fresh and raw. Regan's head, the spray of blood . . .
and god knows what else.
"Kevin," Ham appealed to him. "You can't put off these calls much longer. The PM, Hayden, Kutch, Marcus, there's even been a call from Secretary of State Anne Marshall. I've handled all the media calls and they're stalled. But these others, they need to talk to you.
"Ok, let's work through them. Just give me a minute Ham; I need to think through what I'm going to say. In fact, what would you suggest?"
"Tell the truth as you know it. Regan was injured, we presume from a shot from that van. We tailed the van and someone; we don't know who, blew it up. Tell them Major Harmon was piloting the Pod at the time. That way they'll know we certainly didn't deal to the Van, which I repeat, just to be clear; we didn't . . . although I wanted to. Tell them Regan has been taken for treatment and we'll let people know more soon."
"Will we?" He sounded doubtful. "Ok, let's do this," he moved to sit on his own. "We'll start with the PM . . .
 

* * *
 

London
 

"What have you heard?"
"Things went as well as could be expected sir. The business transaction has been completed."
"Forget the double speak what of the package?"
"The package was definitely damaged sir. We fear it will no longer function properly."
"Can it be repaired?"
"Our view of the situation would indicate no sir, definitely not."
"What is your degree of certainty?"
"From what we saw sir, one hundred percent. There were . . . critical parts missing."
"Excellent. Your man is still in place?"
"Yes, we await your further instructions."
"Good, good. We will talk again soon."
With a click, the German was gone. The tall Englishman stood and walked to the bar of the Koru lounge. He examined the details on his Business Class ticket; Sydney for some R&R, then Singapore and home. He poured himself another glass.
 

* * *
 

 

Rod poured the last of the bottle into his glass. As he lifted it to his lips the stains on his sleeve caused him to shudder. "You took Leah . . . somehow . . . and you just left me there, why?" He sounded disappointed, disappointed and annoyed. He recommenced pacing the floor of his room, more than a little confused. No word yet from his command even though his report checked and agreed with Ham, was dispatched almost immediately on return. There had been nothing from The STEIN and nothing, until now, from Ham.
"I think quickly Rod."
"You didn't answer Ham, why her and not me?"
"I trust Leah, call it intuition."
"Oh, you have intuition now?"
"This reaction, from the man so interested in all our technology, hmm, not exactly convincing. Actually I'm talking about Regan's intuition. She trusts Leah and if she trusts her that's good enough for me."
"She said we were a team."
"It was a term she used casually, and yes, there is potential, but you're not there yet, not by a long way."
"Uh huh, so how does a person get there?" he collapsed into a chair.
"Well Rod, first you have to get through me."
Rod swilled the last of his drink around in the glass, eyes glazed as if hypnotized by the clinking, swirling cubes slowly melting to nothing. He looked glum. "I don't understand this. I've only been here . . . shit; you could measure it in hours!" He said it as if he was amazed at some change in him . . . as if he was on the verge of something unthinkable.
"In my experience when people enter the realm of Regan, it's like that. Things happen. It's as if everything that went before, they realize was structured, walled, regular, and predictable and then somehow, I see it in their eyes, they feel like they've entered another dimension. Around Regan everything seems possible, more immediate, spur of the moment, outside all boundaries, and you get the feeling things are going to continue to happen, usually good things."
"You feel it too?" Rod was sitting up now, shaking his head.
"I see it, I experience it, and I admire it. It's easier to swim with schools, always in the same direction. It takes courage to swim the other way. Regan's not afraid to make her own decisions about the direction she swims. We see it and we like it. Rod, I have some advice for you, there are probably many secrets to success. One I like is this. Prepare for opportunity when it comes."
Rod slid back in the seat reflecting. "What has that got to do with this? Shit I've been preparing all my life. I'm primed for action."
"Exactly . . ."
"What are you saying?"
"I guess Rod, the question is, is this opportunity, here, the opportunity of your lifetime?"
"I'm military."
"Boundary thinking Rod, you're a man, currently in the military."
For a few minutes nothing more was said.
"Are you offering me a job?"
"Again, boundary thinking, do you need a job? Or are you the sort of person people want to have in their team. Do you want security of a formal position, or would you prefer we couldn't do without you? What sounds better? What sort of person are you?"
"Shit, what are you, a motivator or something?"
"If that's a big part of what you need you're not right for here."
"I'm my own man, I'll never compromise my integrity, and part of that is that I'm no spy, not for them or you. And, I'm an American, I won't betray my country. I'll defend it to my death."
"And so will Regan. Your thinking is all one country against another, again, boundaries. That's not how Regan thinks. You need to know that Regan, and there are many others, would also fight to defend America, Russia, China, in fact every nation; but not just so that any one of them, or any group comes out top dog."
Rod slumped deeper into his chair. "I haven't even heard from my superiors, what does that tell you?"
"You won't hear from them for a while."
"I won't?"
"No, you've been seconded to Hillary Station; a special request was made to the President."
Rod sat bolt upright. "What special request . . . by whom?"
"By me."
 

* * *
 

The STEIN Traveler
 

 

Leah lay on the wide bunk, hands at her sides, feet together, staring glazed and blank at the ceiling. It was an unconscious pose, like the woman she had laid out in the Medlab. She couldn't think of it as Regan. For the moment she couldn't bring herself to picture the damage, and was already trying unsuccessfully to blot out the memory. For her there had been no screaming distraction of departure, no sonic boom. In the Interceptor everything was calm. She hadn't even known they were taking off. All she knew at that moment was lying on the body, raising her head to see the gaping hole, the blood and brain, the bile in her own throat, choking back the vomit, desperately, hopelessly trying to do CPR. Then the cold, Hams voice telling her to step back, rolling away to sit, back to the wall, hands over her face, peering between her fingers in horror, and the frost appearing, a blue light, The body encased and chilled, like a cadaver. And she remembered losing it at that point, beginning to sob uncontrollably, but not for long.
Hours it had seemed, probably less, and then the doors opened, the gurney waiting. This was better ground, less shame and she had handled herself well she knew. Lifting the chilled body she hadn't sobbed, not once and following it down the corridor into the Medlab had been fine, awful but fine. Then removing the suit she had sobbed just once, as she reached for the nub at the neck, just moving to instruction but she couldn't help pausing, and looking and realizing . . . She sobbed again, rolling back into a foetal curl.
 

Ham watched, monitoring and concerned. At some level, he wanted to help but he was busy, very busy. Busy searching, somewhere else in the ship, groping in darkness or so it seemed, looking for something, anything, more than data, more than information, some spark . . . to relight a fire.
 

[Halloo! Can you hear me?]
[Are you there?]
[Shit, shit, shit . . . Are you there . . . Anywhere? Hello . . .]
 

Words there, floating, having the sense of presence, of tangible reality but no connection, to anything and no meaning.
 

Replay them.
 

[Halloo! Can you hear me?]
[Are you there?]
[Shit, shit, shit . . . Are you there . . . Anywhere? Hello . . .]
 

Replay them!
 

[Halloo! Can you hear me?]
[Are you there?]
[Shit, shit, shit . . . Are you there . . . Anywhere? Hello . . .]
 

Replay them . . .?
 

[Halloo! Can you hear me?]
[Are you there?]
[Shit, shit, shit . . . Are you there . . . Anywhere? Hello . . .]
 

. . . . . . Ham? . . .
 

[Ham . . . ?] . . . [Is that you? What happened? Where am I?]
 

And immediately there was a view. A woman's body, familiar, naked, lying on a gurney, face up with hands at sides. It was a right side profile, the body very still. Other than the woman the room from this perspective was empty. But it was the Medlab she knew. On second glance the tubes were obvious, from the nose and stomach. The skin looked very pale although the legs, arms and torso were well muscled, chiseled in fact. The woman looked very fit and healthy.
[Ham . . . ?] . . . [That's me isn't it? Why am I there, on that Gurney? I shouldn't even be in the Medlab]
There was no reply.
[What's going on Ham?]
 

[Ham?]
A pause . . . the sense that he was going to speak, then . . .
 

[I thought it best we start here . . . begin with the least disturbing view]
[The least disturbing . . . ? I don't understand. Something's happened, I can . . . feel it, I don't like this, why am I on the Gurney?] . . . [I can't remember . . .]
Silence . . .
[Ham . . . ?] . . . [I'm looking at myself there aren't I? How can I be looking at myself on the Gurney? Oh shit Ham, what's happened, I'm looking at myself . . . I'm looking at myself and you're not saying anything]
[I'm still listening; I'm just . . . giving you some time to process this. As I said, I thought it best to start with the least disturbing view, give you time to adjust like]
[Give me time to adjust!] . . . [That's my . . . body! I'm looking at it, I don't like this . . . I don't like it at all]
 

[Ok . . . now that you're adjusted, brace yourself . . . there's really no easy way to go about this]
 

The view began to pan, slowly from the right, sliding up over the prone woman. It was perfection in form, an athlete's body in the peak of physical condition. A body so familiar to the viewer she could be looking in a mirror, except for, as it came into view, the large section of head missing on the upper left side.
 

[I . . .]
 

[I . . .]
 

[I . . . am . . . dead . . . oh fuck me . . . I'm dead aren't I? Ham, answer me, I'm dead!]
[Regan, Regan, calm down . . . you're so prone to exaggeration. Clearly you are not dead; your body is in good shape and thriving . . . for the moment. Except for that . . . cosmetic issue, all is good. Knowing how important appearances are to you I knew this would be a shock so I decided to take it slowly]
[Slowly . . . You call that slowly? Your bedside manner . . . shit! Ham, what have you done to my head?]
[Seriously? Now I'm offended. How could you think I would do that? After all we've been through. Clearly, if you just look closely . . . although . . . I wouldn't recommend it] He continued quickly [You have been struck by a fast moving projectile entering around the left eye with an upward trajectory and moving from centre to the left. Unfortunately this has removed a significant section of the left brain, my backup and a significant portion of your existing neural web. Oh, and your left ear failed to come back with you as you can see]
 

Silence . . .
[Regan?]
Silence . . .
[Regan?]
[Ham . . . we're still talking. How can we still be talking if half my brain is gone and the device is shredded?]
[Ahem. . .] There followed a guttural sound, the impossible sound of an uncomfortable throat clearing, and a pause.
[Weell . . . about that we need to talk . . . again . . . about executive decisions]
[Oh . . . and Regan . . . a seat won't be necessary for this]
 

 

* * *
 

. . . Two minds, as one, looking at a familiar, cruelly damaged form.
 

[You were saying?]
It was a weird sensation; even for him . . . Ham could sense her words were framed distantly, as if spoken while looking at something else, the body lying there no doubt. It distracted him, this . . . 'something new' experience.
[Sorry?]
She continued [You were saying, about executive decision making] the sense of her distance was still there, and then it changed. He experienced the distinct sensation of her focus turning, and boring, into him. It was unsettling.
[Yes . . . it started to happen early, you remember, years ago now. You asked me, where do I start and you stop? Remember?]
[Not really, I remember wondering when the answers to my questions were coming faster and faster. I wondered whether it was getting to the point that you knew the question before I asked it]
Ham could again sense her attention was shared. The words with him, her thoughts drifting back to the form, chilled, almost lifeless.
[How long has it been Ham, since I was . . . shot?]
[Not long Regan, hours, not days, that's why we must move soon, if we're going to]
[If we're going to . . . what does that mean] She paused, as if thinking then changed tack [So, you were going to say something, about executive decisions]
[I didn't plan this Regan, not originally; it just started to happen, the processing of your thoughts, answering questions, experiencing feelings, your vision. All of it is . . . was . . . data to me interpreted, stored, and retained. The ability to do that has grown exponentially as time has gone by. Where do I start and you stop? Trust me, we're still distinct. But all that was in there, sorry to put it so bluntly,] and she knew he meant the head, [became interpretive data to me, whether a sight, a thought, a memory, a biological, physiological genetic instruction, everything was readable, storable . . . so I did . . . store it]
[You backed me up?]
[Sort of]
[Not sort of, you backed me up, without asking]
[Not strictly true, we agreed, you have my back, and I have yours]
[That was back, not back up, and you know it!]
[Well, the principle still holds true, and aren't you glad?] As if by some common purpose focus again turned to the still body.
[You should have told me]
[This is different Regan. To not retain this information is unthinkable, I can't forget or lose it . . . it's just there. However truthfully, until you replied to me just a few seconds ago I had no idea whether 'you' would be in here, and I can't tell you how glad I am you were.
[It's been only seconds? you're kidding me]
[Everything happens much faster in here. And talking of speed, Regan, we need to discuss options]
[Why didn't you take me straight to a hospital?]
[You really need to ask? Look at that head! Regan . . . they would have turned you off! I couldn't let that happen, not without trying first. I promised. I've . . . got . . . your . . . back. What is hard to understand about that?]
[Well I didn't expect this]
[Like I did!]
[So what are the options?]
[There are three as I see them. One, you could just give up. We switch you off, as in delete permanently . . . but just to be clear, you can completely forget that one because it ain't gonna happen!]
[So there are really only two options]
[Technically there are still three, it's just I'm not going to let you choose one]
[Uh-huh. So what are the other two?]
[Option two. I can rebuild that . . . bit. You know . . . the bit that's not there anymore. I salvage what can be saved of the left brain, although it might be best to remove it, replace all that with enhanced hardware and link up with the right brain which is intact. The new unit will house both of us, just like now, well, just like a few hours ago anyway and with a bit of luck that connection with the right brain will bring in all the raw emotion and creativity we both enjoy so much]
[So what's option three?]
[Option three is if all that fails, we both go on together like this, or . . . we both revisit option one]
[Really?]
[Really] . . . [Regan, before you decide anything, I need to show you something. You're going to think it's unfair, but it's important. We're going to Control]
And there, playing on the floor was Jared. Sat in front, in her seat was Jean. She looked comfortable cradling a coffee . . . The decision was obvious. Survive.
[God, I can't even cry]
[You will again Regan]
[Not out of that left eye]
Silence . . .
[What do they know Ham?]
[They don't know anything, only that there was a code red. They came without question. You can talk to them; in fact it might be good. I've been a bit evasive, Jean knows something's up but she's been good. And Leah's here too. I need to talk to her first. She saw everything Regan, and she got you in here, she's pretty shocked. I'll leave you to have a chat with them for a bit, you could lie if you need to. Tell them you've got high radiation readings or something which means you can't walk in there for a while. I'll talk to Leah and gather the things I need]
[You have everything? What about skin, skull, that sort of thing]
[You know the secret of success Regan? Prepare for opportunity when it comes]
[Uh . . . Huh]
She sensed he was gone, otherwise occupied. Turning her attention back to the two in control she considered how to approach things without alarming them. And of course there was the other practical matter. How do I even do this, how do I talk?
 

* * *
 

". . . . Leah?"
Ham saw she was sitting now, on the edge of the bunk, arms pressed down beside her hips as if about to push herself up to stand. But she wasn't moving.
"Talk to me Leah, how are you feeling?"
"I'm getting there Ham, just shocked. I feel . . . empty, flat . . . what more can I say?"
"No one should have to see what you saw. You were magnificent in a terrible situation."
"You don't have to be kind Ham. I'm disappointed in myself really; I didn't handle things as well as I could have."
"Rubbish Leah, your first thought was to cover the injured. You had already won me over but with that action . . . Lets just say, you couldn't climb higher in my books."
"She's dead isn't she? I'm not blind, what I saw, no one could survive that." She wiped welling tears with her cuff, but retained control. "You can tell me Ham, don't spin me along. I'm not a child."
"You're no child to me, and I promise you I'll never string you along. I trust you Leah and that's a big call. I need your help but first we need to talk. What you hear I trust you to keep to yourself. Are you up to it?"
He could see her steeling herself."I don't let my friends down Ham."
"Nor me Leah. Ok, I'll explain the things you need to know first . . . then you can speak to Regan."
Ham could see her eyes widen, and then she crossed her arms tightly, rubbing them.
Goosebumps he thought, and began to explain . . .
 

* * *
 

Moscow
 

The mood in the opulent room was buoyant. News of the attack on Regan Stein had swept the world quickly. All signs pointed to the Moon Graffiti activists as terrorist attackers, at least for now. Although there was no official word on her condition, information from eye witnesses, indicated serious impairment, if not fatal injuries.
Although this was a private meeting, President Andrei Sokolov and Prime Minister Vasily Popov nevertheless found it hard not to talk in obscure code, a career habit.
"So, we have sufficient distance?" Sokolov looked at his PM, eyebrows raised questioningly.
"There is no bridge that would bring them to us." Minister Popov smiled. "We can move on without concern of being overtaken.
"Make the call Vasily, A discussion sooner rather than later would be good. Clearly there is a vacuum that needs to be filled in this space." he laughed at his own joke.
"There are still concerns Andrei. No one knows where Stein is, and there has been no word on her actual condition as I have said. They will say there is no vacuum to be filled."
"Then we must act on this quickly Vasily, strike while there is hot iron. We know the truth. Call the bluff and demand Security Council to act in urgency." Sokolov stood; wringing his hands in anticipation, and began to pace the room.
"And what of the Americans Andrei, and the Chinese, can we work with them?"
"That is the beauty of this vasily," he giggled in excitement, unable to contain it any longer, and then shut off any comment with a stern look. "According to intelligence The Americans and Chinese have already space on the Hillary Step." He couldn't restrain himself and laughed again, clasping his hands and bending over in excitement as the implications of the timing hit him. "Don't you see? We can ask that as USA and China already have presence, in fact their own base in orbit, is it not logical that as the only other senior member of the Security Council, Russia is the obvious member to take on this oversight role of Hillary Station, on behalf of the world of course."
The PM smiled. "Of course Andrei, that makes perfect sense." He stood and raised his glass. Sokolov reached for his own, topped it to the brim and they toasted good providence.
 

* * *
 

Prime Minister Michael Tremblay of Canada sat uncomfortably listening to the disingenuous discussion, both sides clearly with other agenda's, both sides clearly in no mind to help the other. President Sokolov preferred to remain silent allowing his senior aide to do the talking, occasionally leaning across to whisper comments in his assistant's ear. How good is his English really? Tremblay knew his own presence was a token gesture, something to give the veneer of unity and openness to discussions. He looked across at the Chinese representatives likewise, mostly silent and revealing very little of what they followed or didn't. Such a handy negotiation tactic, Tremblay mused to himself, to be able to pretend misunderstanding whenever it suits. He smiled wryly and noted the increasing tension displayed on Sokolov's face, the calm, slightly smug reasonableness of President Johnston and the blank, give nothing away demeanor of the Chinese. The surprise in the room was Kevin Stein. Not just his presence which came as a shock but his own calm demeanor. And his legal counsel, Marcus Jackson, poker faced and confident. Shouldn't these two be overawed? I would be . . . Shit, I am!
 

"Gentlemen," Stein gestured with his hands, opening them wide, a picture of reason among this insanity. "I fail to see anything to debate here. STEIN is a New Zealand company and Hillary Station is a privately owned entity of that company. We are not for sale and we intend to continue our work with the now thirty five nations on station. Further, over the last four years we have become the most experienced group operating in space. To suggest that any other party has the ability to usurp our position is, well, ridiculous. We are open to contributions but with respect Mr. Sokolov," He turned and nodded in deference to the stern faced leader, "You have nothing that we need to continue our work. We totally reject any notion that there is a need for a New Zealand company to surrender control to any other nation or company. Not under any circumstance."
The Russian leader whispered again to his aide.
"President Sokolov points out that there is no debate Mr. Stein. Your presence is a courtesy and purely for information purposes. The UN Security Council acts in the interest of all nations and as senior members we are here to discuss the best means of transition . . ." The aide halted, noting the raised hand of President Johnston.
"With respect sir," and Johnston nodded in Sokolov's direction, "and to you Andrei, nothing is decided. It seems to us STEIN is doing an excellent job in space development, and the United States is loathe to interfere in the workings of any private enterprise."
Sokolov's face turned like thunder and he stood. "We have agreement!" He glared at the US President.
"Andrei," Johnston appealed to him, "we had an understanding prior to the last meeting but events have transpired that make those earlier concerns moot. Surely you can see that. STEIN has offered to assist all our programs." He placed his hands palm down on the table as if bracing himself. It had a look of finality. "We will exercise our veto over any decision to interfere on Hillary Station, for the good all."
Sokolov, still standing, leant forward aggressively on the table as if he wanted to jump across and throttle the US President. He turned his head toward the Chinese Foreign Minister. The minister and his entourage looked back blankly, giving neither support nor anything away. Slowly Sokolov drew himself up to his full one point seven meter stature.
"Then there is nothing further to discuss." He turned and stalked from the room, more strut than stride.
His aide stood slowly looking after the departing figure. For a moment he appeared ready to speak, and then thought better of it. He quickly gathered his papers and followed Sokolov to the door.
Tremblay found he had been holding his breath and now let it out, almost in a whistle.
It was Marcus Jackson who spoke first.
"Hmm, that went well!"
 

The Russians, along with security made their way to the lifts. Tight lipped, Sokolov stewed quietly, furious but not surprised. Earlier exchanges with the American President had already shown him the ground had shifted. The Americans were comfortable now, if not completely happy with their Hillary Step. They had their own smug foothold in space and using that bridge they would begin to consolidate their position. As for the Chinese, who knows the thinking of those people? They play a long game. This isn't over.
He entered the lift then raised his hand, stopping his entourage at the doors. Without any word of explanation he entered alone before pressing for his floor. The doors closed behind him. He waited until the lift began to move then hit the emergency button. They would panic he knew but a few minutes grace would be enough. Sokolov quickly reached for his mobile and dialed.
There were no introductions. "Are the dispatchers in place?"
"In place and ready Andrei . . ."
"It is as we expected . . . They will not leave us behind."
"Your instructions?"
"China Sea and Hillary."
There was a click. The call ended.
 

* * *
 

The China Sea
 

The sea appeared to boil as the massive nuclear sub neared the surface. Purpose built, not for speed or stealth this bulbous hull had an altogether different task, delivery of its deadly one time payload, all or nothing. Doors on the upper hull slid open, seawater spilling into the interior as the vessel continued to rise. Contiguous with this, smoke and steam could be seen billowing from the opening as the missile began its launch for freedom and death.
Five minutes later the huge missile was already passing through the upper atmosphere, its journey moonward. No communications were possible as disguise of its origin was essential. News broadcasts were already reporting the launch of a Chinese ASAT anti-satellite missile.
Whether it could or would reach its destination was immaterial. Its aims were more earth bound; those of fear, rumor, accusation and counteraccusation. The intention, purely destabilization and it would be well supported in that goal.
 

* * *
 

The STEIN Traveler
 

 

In deep space the Sphere appeared to hang, suspended from nothing. In truth it continued on the same path, going nowhere, coasting fast. Path and distance travelled were an irrelevance in the wider scheme of things, at warp speeds they could be back in no time. For the moment as they raced further and further into the black they were effectively parked. Attentions were elsewhere, there was an operation to perform.
 

Together they viewed the body as if from a distance. Regan found she had increasingly become quite detached from this form. Even when Ham performed the hemispherectomy she had felt it was someone else on the gurney, not her. Having determined that what remained of the left brain was severely compromised, that bone fragments, bleeding and clots rendered it non viable, Ham felt it best they start from scratch. The left brain would soon be gone.
He pointed out helpfully, that although the operation he was about to perform was most often performed on children, there existed much evidence that the right brain does recover and often with no significant effect on memory, personality or humor. [You'll still be able to wind me up mercilessly] he offered to encourage her.
They were both playing the game of denial. The same information available to Ham she could also access. She knew full well that a child's brain has more neuroplasticity, but what was the point of focusing on that? What choice do I really have anyway?
[What about language Ham?]
[When resecting the left brain it's true that some higher language functions, grammar for example may be compromised for you but then, you never showed much aptitude there anyway]
[Ha bloody ha. What are the other risks?]
[Regan] He sounded desperate, even subbing [it's not worth going through them, the risks are almost too numerous to mention. However my confidence in doing the operation is total. What I will find after we begin I can't say. We play the hand we've been dealt, and we do it well, that's all I can promise. One thing is certain, if I can make a viable connection between the implants and the right brain then language and any other higher function will never be a problem for you again. Regan, are you comfortable with the power source?]
[Well, I guess technically I won't ever be able to go home, we are supposed to be nuclear free, but the other advantages make it worth it. Anyway, you say the photoreceptor web is compromised so what are the other options anyway?]
[There are none]
[There you go then, I'm fine with it]
[Then we should get onto this sooner rather than later. It's been two weeks already. I have the hardware, the knowledge, the plan of attack. Skin and bone culture is ready and Leah is prepared for her role. That only leaves your mother and Jared. Jean's getting Antsy but Jared is busy and happy with me. This only needs your 'go' now babe. I won't start without it]
[You have it Ham, just let me have a few . . . last words, with them all. Then we can get into it. You can start getting ready]
What on earth do I say to them?
 

* * *
 

The Saucer
 

Marin was sleeping. Steph walked from the galley to control and sat with her coffee, curling her feet up under her, a picture so like Regan it annoyed Ham.
"Quite comfortable I see. Nothing you'd like to know, learn, or do perhaps?"
"Ham, I sense you have some problem with me. I don't get it. You need to give me a break"
"Actually Stephanie, from the evidence you appear . . . pretty much unbreakable."
"Sorry?" She looked confused for a second then, ". . . Oh! I am sorry; I tend to forget you're the unseen visitor in every room." She sounded annoyed.
"Not every room. I can avoid those I don't want to share." His words conveyed the certainty that such rooms, at least at times, did exist.
Neither spoke for some time. It was a standoff. Ham could stand it no longer.
"How could you do this, she counts you as her best friend for goodness sake."
"Do what?"
"Seriously, you need to ask? How could you do this with Marin? In what universe would it be alright for you to just slip in like that?"
Steph sat up straight in the chair. "You've lost me Ham, what are you talking about? Marin and Regan aren't an item. She told me herself it was ok, she just said to be careful."
"Well what would she say; you'd already ridden the Marin!"
"She told me, they're not monogamous."
"Marin's people aren't, but anyway, that makes it ok, how?"
Steph looked concerned. "What do you know Ham? Are you saying she's hurt about this? I'd never do anything to hurt her."
"Well you didn't think too hard about that one did you?" He sighed "Look, I don't think she's hurt, it's more complicated than that, I just thought this would be ground no friend would explore, and explore, and explooore . . . do you ever tire?"
"Now I'm getting embarrassed. Look, they're not exclusive, Marin told me all about it, that Jared wasn't his. Regan's had other partners too obviously. When she told me to go for it, well, what do I take from that?"
"First, when she told you to go for it you'd already done the deed, it doesn't count. Second, what did Marin tell you?"
"That Regan had been with others, that Jared wasn't his."
"No, he wouldn't have said that, tell me exactly what Marin told you."
She paused, looking concerned and thought for a moment. "I said he must be proud of his son. Then he told me that Jared wasn't his."
"That's it?"
"Yeah . . . that's it, why? Ham . . . what's going on here?"
There followed a long pause. When Ham spoke again Stephanie was standing.
His voice was leaden. "It's not for me to say Steph. Regan wouldn't be happy if I did. You need to talk to Marin."
She looked behind her toward the small bunkroom where Marin was sleeping. She was about to move when Ham spoke again.
"Stephanie . . . this isn't your fault, or Marin's. Sometimes things are hard to communicate, sometimes people don't communicate so well and sometimes . . . well, we hear what we want to hear."
 

She reached the door and stood just looking at it, composing herself. A touch to the pad and it slid open. She could see Marin, curled in a tangled sheet, like a twisted pretzel. Quietly she stepped to the bunk. There was hardly room for one so she perched on the edge and regarded him for a moment, a wave of sadness passing through her. Something had changed, what she didn't know, but she could feel it already. It wouldn't be the same.
"Marin . . ." She gently shook his shoulder.
His eyes opened, ". . . Again?" and he smiled a sleepy smile.
"No Marin, I need to talk."
He shifted over to give her room so she sat at the base, facing him. "You said to me that Jared wasn't your son." Her look was intense and he shuffled back to sit against the wall.
"That's right, I'm sad to say it. He isn't my son, he's a great child."
"So . . . Regan had other lovers, on the orbital, that's right isn't it?"
A look of intense pain came on his face. He took her hand. "No, I didn't say that. Only that Jared isn't my son."
"I don't understand," she looked anxious, "Is pregnancy catching there or something, I thought she must have had a lover. Marin, what's going on?"
Marin looked sideways desperately and said nothing. He was clearly thinking hard.
She continued "Marin . . . You and I, I wouldn't have . . . Oh shit!" she paused, shaking her head. "I would have wanted to but I wouldn't have, if I'd known. What aren't you telling me?"
He turned to face her, took both her hands and swallowed nervously. "Steph, Regan will kill me for saying anything, you need to understand that."
"I need to know Marin. Something isn't right. I am her best friend."
"She was raped Steph, by my step brothers."
"The witches spawn!" Ham's voice boomed in the small room shocking them both.
"Raped?" She looked away trying to gather her thoughts, a cold feeling settling over her.
Marin continued. "When we got to the orbital I had to go into treatment for my injury. My mother . . ."
"The witch!" Ham interrupted again.
". . . My mother put her in my brothers' custody. They raped and beat her."
Stephanie looked ashen. The color and life seemed to drain from her body as the implications hit home. "She never said anything." Her voice was a whisper. She couldn't believe it and shook her head no!
"She kept it to herself for Jared Steph, she didn't want anyone to know. She doesn't want it hanging over his head."
Steph thought for a moment then stood and walked from the room. Outside she stopped desolate, desperate. "Where do I go in a fucking saucer?" She walked zombie like to the war room and curled up on the floor.
Marin followed and she sensed rather than heard him at the door.
She twisted and called, over her shoulder. "What happened to your fucking brothers?"
Marin searched for the right words, picturing his brothers as he did so. He could still feel the anger and frustration churn his stomach. Bile rose into his throat.
"She killed them." He didn't embellish.
Steph groaned. It was utter despair and she rolled back into the corner.
 

* * *
 

Hillary Station
 

"Butch, this is great!"
"I'm not with you sir, what do you mean"
"We've got our own man on Hillary, that's good enough for me. Lie low, don't make any waves, you know the drill. This could be very useful."
"Uh-huh. Sir, you know the President seconded me here, as an advisor. There are no spies on Hillary, certainly not me." Rod looked at the ceiling and rolled his eyes.
"Sure, sure . . . of course, just be ready when we need you, you savvy?"
"I hear you sir, ready for what by the way."
"I want you ready for anything, fuck it and I'm not sure I like your tone. Are we clear here?"
"Yes sir, sorry sir, just a little space crazy I guess."
"Ok then. You hear anything you think is important; you can contact us via The Step."
A click signaled the call had ended. Rod sat for some time thinking until 'The Voice' intruded on his thinking.
"You ok Rod?"
"Honestly, I don't know what the fuck I am. That was my superiors superior Ham. They assume they have an inside man here. He may not have used the word but their expectations are spy for sure. And then on the other side I feel like if I'm on the team here . . . ah shit, I don't know who I'm working for."
"Who's your Commander in Chief Rod?"
"The President." There was no hesitation.
"Then there's your answer. Just do what he's asked you to do. Represent him here on Hillary. We're your friends here, not the enemy. Regan allowed you here; she wants to be generous and welcoming. For the record though, don't cross her. Now, we have a two seated ADF to try out. Are you up for the co-pilots role, just for the moment?"
Rod needed no second invitation. "Where are we off to Ham?"
"It'll be USD flight decks earthward end first for a briefing, then into the simulator again and finally some real flight training around the pipe. If all goes well we might look at a spin around the moon tomorrow, how does that sound?"
 

Hayden Joyce watched the simulator performance keenly as Rod went through the drills. Familiarity with the cockpit and many hours practice were paying off big time and his skills were outstanding. Not surprisingly he was pretty sharp as the ADF was like a fighter to fly compared with his shuttle. Modeled on the USDynamics trainers he had spent many hundreds of hours flying, the ADF cockpit felt familiar to him. The USD designed shuttles were also very similar in layout and it was obvious Rod felt right at home. The main difference from those models was the also most dramatic. The level of AI assistance was beyond anything he had experienced as a pilot. The AI wasn't Ham, but it was smart. Voice control was disturbingly accurate and could handle even urgent maneuvering if called on. Nevertheless he had worked hard to make sure he could fly this thing solo. He knew some of the others had done the same. It just didn't feel right to let the computer do the job.
Hayden knew the Major would have found almost everything easier in the ADF, the main difference being lightening quick speed and dramatic maneuverability. He could also anticipate the first question he would ask.
Rod stepped from the simulator looking troubled.
"Major, congratulations. That was pretty good for a rookie."
Rod smiled knowingly. He had killed it he knew. Only two of the fifteen Sherpa pilots trialed so far had stepped up to his level, one an Aussie and the other Korean, a woman. She looked so tiny he found it hard to believe she was old enough but boy, could she fly. The Aussie John Carver, had an amiable way that meant he was destined for the training rooms, of that Rod felt sure. That meant he was likely to be working with the amazing Minjee Chow. Now that's a pleasant prospect, he thought.
 

Over lunch in the mess he made a point of joining her, an opportunity to exercise his charm. It was forty five minutes of frustration. She was gorgeous, delightful, intelligent, humorous . . . and immune. He couldn't touch her, certainly not physically but more importantly he had the sense she held him at arm's length. She could smile and dismiss in the same look and by lunch end he was more confused about where he stood than at the beginning. What he did know is that he liked her. Twenty two years old with a master in science before joining the South Korean Air Force and fast tracking into Fighters; with her background there was an obvious mystery. How did she get here before him? I thought there were no military on Hillary?
 

As they headed back to the flight deck Rod excused himself and headed for the bathroom. If they were to fly soon he wanted empty tanks. Taking the opportunity he headed for a cubicle, locked in and dropped his flight suit. It was only once seated that he noticed words on the door. Want to fly with her?
"Fuck me," he looked around, and up. "Ham . . . is that you?"
The words morphed. The Aussie or her, which is it to be?
"Oh Minjee, I want her, yes, yes, yes!" he pumped his fist.
The words faded from the door and he reached forward to rub at it, detecting nothing unusual about the surface. For a moment he felt rather exposed, then thought fuck it and finished his business.
Opening the door he found the Australian waiting, arms crossed and smiling.
"You are one sick yank. What the fuck were you doing in there?" He started pumping his fist as he mimicked what he had heard, "Oh Minjee, I want her yes, yes, yeeeessss!" He laughed as he entered the next cubicle.
 

* * *
 

Back up the pipe moonward Kevin sat in conference with Bob Jarvis on screen.
"I'm sorry Kevin, I can't find out anything you don't already know. The American's know only that the missile originated from the China Sea, but your tracking was even more accurate it seems."
"Do they have any idea who launched it?"
"Nothing concrete but here's the American thinking. Why would the Chinese launch anything at Hillary Station? If they were already established on Hillary Step, which they're not, I guess it could make some weird sense. Perhaps it might be said they were making sure no one else passes them in their plans."
Kevin nodded, "I see where you're going, and since they're not due on The Step until early next month, if it was them that took a shot at the pipe they might be risking our invitation to participate."
"Exactly . . . The US is also adamant it wasn't the Japanese or themselves, and no other nation has the capability to launch from the seas . . . except Russia."
"So what are they saying?"
"Russia is focusing the spotlight on China, calling for sanctions against them, nothing major but at least for them to be censured. I can tell you it's not going to happen."
"What's their game Bob?"
"I don't think my thoughts would be any different to yours Kev, they haven't learnt to cooperate. Their intransigence has left them right out on a limb. You guys have changed the playing field and it pisses off Sokolov that Sweden can have a home in space while they're still patching up shuttles."
Kevin chuckled quietly.
"Kevin, the real question people are asking here is how you dealt with a nuclear missile."
"Bob, I don't want to appear arrogant but there is nothing anyone down there can throw at us that we can't deal with. Someone should remind the big guys about that, it's pointless, and what would be achieved? They're always talking about the best interests of the world. Well they should practice what they preach. I don't get the Russians, they're isolating themselves. And what worries me is that it doesn't help us either. It's best if they come in and work with us. In my opinion the danger meter for everyone keeps going up the more isolated the Russians get."
"Regan?"
Kevin couldn't help pausing, but he recovered quickly. "Still recuperating, she'll be out and about soon enough." I hope!
"That's great Kev, give her my regards."
He disappeared from the screen.
 

Kevin and Mary exchanged dire looks across the room. She sat at the table working quietly but had followed every word. Nothing needed to be said and he walked away to check on the twins, thoughts cycled round in his head. Not again Regan, where are you guys?
 

* * *
 

The Behemoth
 

 

Having breeched just inside the furthest extent of the suns gravity field the whale continued along its perfect line, enormous energy that had only moments before generated warp speeds now thrown into slowing its progress. Though the line was perfect, still, it was a nervous passage through the Kuiper belt at around Nine hundred thousand kilometers per hour, attention already shifting to the third planet of the system. Like a small deadly city the vessel throbbed with life, both mechanical and physical. Four hundred lives were housed in this huge but still cramped warship, most restricted in movement and limited for distraction. Three months on ship, one in preparation and two more in transit, and how many more before they can walk without restriction? The crew and vessel had been outstanding throughout the long voyage. Performance and the ship systems appeared to have improved with each period.
And now, no point in hiding, we're here and here to stay. The Coran Commander controlled his breathing; it wouldn't do to show too much excitement. He scanned the large briefing room as the assembled specialists continued to discuss and debate available data. This mineral rich system, offered so much. Too far from home for meaningful trade, that much was agreed, but what other possibilities would it reveal? A blue planet and a well developed society, not so advanced to be a threat, nor too backward that the temptations of new technology wouldn't be appreciated. Surely they would welcome these advanced visitors to the system. Hmm,
visitors . . . immigrants . . . business partners . . . conquerors . . . which would it turn out to be?
He slipped from the room leaving them to their excited discussions and returned to his comfortable private rooms. It was time to review his data, and his personal instructions.
 

Meanwhile, in the centre vessel control room technical specialists busied themselves, monitoring systems, scanning space and searching for communications. It wouldn't be long they knew.
 

* * *
 

"Stunning!" Rod gushed as he stepped from the ADF still coming down from his adrenalin high.
"Thank you," Minjee bowed mischievously.
"You know what I mean vixen." He grinned, not being able to fault her statement, she truly was stunning, in looks and action. In reaction time to his annoyance, he already knew she would be the better flyer, not that he would admit it. If she had a fault it was that he knew she was too smart to shoot quickly, too bright not to second guess, too reasonable not to assume the other guy would surely be reasonable. Well,
if it comes to that,
I'll
pull the trigger . . . when I find one! To his profound disappointment there didn't appear to be any armament on the craft.
Looking across the flight deck they could see Hayden Joyce arms crossed and expectant with a small entourage of similarly charged USD technicians. He gestured for them to come over.
"Well, was it as good for you as it looked to us?"
"You have success sir, without a doubt." Rod's enthusiasm was obvious. "It was a blast. Better by an order of magnitude to anything produced so far, certainly anything I've flown, other than the STEIN flyers. They're not quite as maneuverable as the little ADF's but damn near. I guess the flesh bags carried inside these are the problem. The US will want them for sure."
"Minjee?" Hayden turned to the small Korean.
"He can talk can't he?" She nodded teasingly at her co pilot. It was fantastic. I only have a concern over the degree of dependence on the systems. If we lost power and had to use manual override, well, I can imagine it would expose the pilots who've been leaning on all the computer assists you've built in.
"That's not a problem I intend having sir." Rod had clearly enjoyed his stint at the controls. "It's such a buzz to fly this thing I can't see myself using the assists too much anyway."
"Let's not get ahead of ourselves Major. This is space after all and I won't allow anything to put Hillary or any of its citizens at risk. Ham monitors everything, especially flight deck takeoffs and returns. Understood?"
"Citizens sir . . . ?" Rod couldn't resist asking.
"Just an expression Major . . . early days." Hayden didn't elaborate. "Now, I suggest you take advantage of the break, have something to eat while we go over the systems and data. I understand there's a trip round the moon planned for fourteen hundred hours. We'll see you back here at thirteen hundred."
 

Rod jogged up after Minjee who had already made for the deck exit. His eyes were drawn as always to the shimmering field on the moonward side of the flight deck. The earthward inner ring USD decks had fields on either end allowing passage in and out from either side. It was the strangest feeling standing there in an earth normal atmosphere able to look straight out into space. It appeared you could just jump through. Could you?
He caught Minjee at the lift entrance. The flight decks extended out into the inner side of the ring, circling the entire inner side of that are of the pipe. Eventually these decks would be matched by the same arrangement at the moonward end. A short ride up the thirty meter shaft would take them to the main pipe corridors and entrance into Hillary Station proper.
"Did you notice that slip of the tongue?" he asked as they watched the doors close.
"Slip of the tongue?"
"That comment about Hillary 'citizens', it was unusual choice of word don't you think?"
"How so,"she replied, "can't you feel citizenship coming? There are already four thousand here, soon to be fifteen thousand. This is at least a city in the making, get used to it I say."
"Go on . . . you seem to have thought about this."
She stopped and grabbed his arm, then pointed up to the Sherpa's ferrying back and forth. "Rod, this thing is growing so fast. I heard there will be fifteen thousand on Hillary before the end of the year, including families, and open your eyes man, you do have a unique view."
"What are you talking about?" He looked up, out and across the pipe."
"No Rod, the view you get from the outside. Haven't you noticed? We all call it 'The Pipe' but it looks a lot like an axle to me . . . an axle for a very, very big wheel."
 

* * *
 

The STEIN Traveler
 

Room and body warmed slowly together in preparation for the procedure. From her ethereal vantage Regan watched with pretended detachment and growing dread. Leah, clad in ship suit for warmth, bustled about the room gathering the things she needed to play her support role. There would be blood soon and . . . Don't go there!
[Ham, are you ever nervous?]
[Do you really want to know?]
[I guess not] her attention was again drawn to the body [Is there anything going on in there, in that brain?]
[Truthfully I don't know, I can't talk to you in there] [Anyway you're sedated, and what is there is in an induced coma, you have been since we got you to the Medlab. Regan, I don't know what damage was done in the few hours before we got you there. I had you chilled within seconds of the shot, but I still can't guarantee anything. You need to know that]
On a side gurney she could see the hardware. It looked like a parts workshop. No robotic arms but she knew they would appear soon. She watched Leah stretching, working out her nerves.
Regan's monitoring showed the room and body would soon be ready, it wouldn't be long. Is the tingling I'm registering fear?
[Thanks for bringing Leah]
[You might not be aware of it but you chose her, and you were right]
[Ham I don't want to watch this, I can't bear it, I'll watch over Jared]
[Until I need you, which I will later on]
[Sure, but before I go . . . I've been looking around . . . I'm going to want to talk to you about something later, just giving you a 'heads up']
[Do I need to be worried?]
[The terrorist thing]
[You know about that?]
[Seventy three files open . . . thirteen closed?]
[It's just a hobby. It's my super power]
[When this is over, we need to talk about it ok?]
[. . . Time to go Regan]
One last look down to the gurney, a glance at Leah arranging her culture tissue and the disturbing thought returned. What was it he said, about the secret of success . . . How did Ham prepare for
this?
She didn't go to Jared, she didn't know why. She simply set herself to sleep, and everything blanked.
 

In the Medlab Leah watched in wonder as robotic arms appeared from the seamless floor and ceiling. Well prepped she stepped forward to swab, and guide, pick up and position. She felt calm, excited, charged, all at once with Ham's constant presence and chatter a comforting influence. Not for one moment did she allow herself to think of Regan the person. This was a task, too gruesome to dwell on. The parts appeared too hard, cold and impersonal. The fine connections were too minute and precise to follow, the overall visage too frightening to focus on. For exhausting hours of the process, more rebuild than operation she found another place in herself and felt as if she were an observer, protected somewhere from the reality. Ham too wasn't his normal flippant self. Drained of humor she could tell his chatter was more nerves than conversation. Still it helped her get through and as parts were assembled, bone shaped, light metal plate formed and positioned, blood vessels connected, skin and flesh stretched and sealed, his talking distracted and helped keep nausea at bay. It was all beyond her comprehension, the complexity of the task a mystery to her, but stage by stage she watched the gap filled, covered and restored.
Finally, the arms retracted. Neither spoke for some time.
 

"Well, what do you think? I think it looks quite like her. I even removed that mole."
She hesitated diplomatically. "It's hard to say . . . that . . . eye, troubles me a bit." Leah was leaning sideways, trying to picture the face without the gaping eye socket and terminator lens. The skull seemed coated with a thin plastic film.
"Is . . . that, thing really necessary?" She pointed at the obvious.
"I thought a zoom lens might be useful, it will don't you think?"
"Hmm . . . You know I'm not sure I would have bothered about the mole, with that staring at you no one would even notice it."
"Oh it won't stay that way; I didn't have a lens to cover it. We'll get one from Earth when we get back. It'll be just like her old eye."
"I'd make that addition sooner rather than later Ham, in the meantime she'll definitely need a patch."
She found her legs beginning to tremble. "Ham, I need a break. Will she be ok do you think?"
"I don't know Leah. For now we wait. Thank you, you did really well. I couldn't have done it without you."
She could feel the room temperature was warming and noticed the body regaining some of its natural color. There really was nothing more for her to do. Tired and emotionally drained she headed for her room.
In the Medlab Ham continued to wait, watch, and worry.
 

Leah leant on the shower wall allowing the torrent to stream down her back, her thoughts swirling through the events of the last few days. So disorienting had been the jumble of traumatic experiences she found it hard to even put things in order. Since the arrival on Hillary it had been non-stop. Only a few days and she felt a completely different person, older. Is it always like this? Can I handle it . . . Do I want to be a part of it?
Her thoughts turned to the things Ham had told her, and the conversation with a digital Regan. A shudder passed down her back at the recollection and she shifted position, face up into the stream trying to wash away her concerns. "Regan? Are you there?" She called out to the ether.
No answer came, so she continued to soak.
 

In control, like Jean blissfully unaware, Jared was demonstrating his latest invention; a flexible spoon, some string and a chair utilized to construct a flinger, a contraption he was sure could be used to fire things at the moon because in space they would go further.
"Very good Jared, your mother will love to see it." Jean was suitably attentive while trying to focus on the movie on screen.
"I hope so. Ham said it was a catapult but I've told him it's not, it's a flinger." He bent it back and launched another wet ball of some tissue like substance at the ceiling.
Jean looked up noticing for the first time the blobs peppered there. "She might not be so pleased with those Jared, how do you propose to get them down."
"Ham told me if I get enough up there it will collapse, so I thought . . ."
"You thought you'd find out how many it would take. Ham, why do you encourage the boy with such things?"
"Ham's busy Gran," Jared answered for him. He was winding up for another launch.
"And what is our Ham up to today?" She settled back out of range.
"He's fixing mom. He said for me to be strong, just in case."
Jean sat up quickly. "Ham didn't say anything to me."
"He said you were a bit fertile."
She laughed, "I think you mean fragile sweetheart, that's more Ham's picture of me." She looked concerned."Where is she Jared?"
"She's in the Medlab." He didn't look up clearly focused on the priority arrangement of another blob for launch.
"What about the radiation?"
"There isn't any." He looked up at the ceiling . . . launch successful.
Jean stood and reached out for him. "Jared, you come with me. If I can't get answers from Ham I'll find them myself."
The boy hesitated, pulling back then putting one hand to his ear.
"Now I'm getting really angry. Jared, did Ham just speak to you?"
The boy turned and took both Jeans hands.
"You must understand Gran," and he threw everything into an appealing look so like a little old man it had to be listened to, "Ham is busy, he would like to talk, but its best if we stay here, just for now."
"But he'll talk to you." He still held her hands she noticed, quite firmly in fact.
"We have an engagement." He said it as if that explained everything.
"An engagement?"
"Yes Gran, an engagement, I watch his back and he watches mine." He finally let her go and returned to his flinger.
"Do you even know what that means Jared?"
He stopped and looked back at her, eyes wide. "Oh yes!"
She paused a moment looking at him. "I think you mean arrangement dear." then she sighed and walked resigned to the galley.
 

"You did well my young apprentice. Engagement . . . hmm, very quick, very cute . . . You know, if you search in that galley you may well find a longer thicker spoon." The boy's eyes lit up at the potential.
 

* * *
 

Rod and Minjee belted into their seats. Not for the first time Rod reflected on the excitement he felt entering a real cockpit even though, exciting as the performance of the ADF was, he knew it didn't come close to any of the transports from The STEIN Traveler. The difference here was the raw experience, a real if limited screen, manual options for control, G force that you felt through every part of your being. This felt much more like the real thing.
Going through their flight checks manually was a good discipline. Even thought the computer systems would do all the checks and alert them if there were problems, old habits here were good ones. Everyone agreed that for the safety of everyone in space pilots should be able to fly their own ship.
It had taken Minjee some time to adjust to Ham's presence. That The STEIN pilot was an AI was now no secret. Actually working with an AI was another thing altogether. Like most, her early encounters were strained. She tried to be polite but found it hard to think of this voice as coming from anything other than a computer, certainly not a personality. Rod, she noticed, seemed able to suspend disbelief and chat with Ham like a friend, or even a rival. Then again, he also watches old cartoons!
Finally Rod felt confident they were ready. "Ham, I know I keep asking, and I think you would say if you knew anything but just . . ."
"I've heard nothing Rod," Ham cut him off mid sentence, "and yes I would tell you straight away. I don't know where they are or when they will be back and wherever it is they are out of range for contact. It bothers me too."
Minjee listened with pretended casual interest. She turned to her co pilot. "You worry about Leah Morgan, is she your partner?"
"Yes and no. Minjee, if you had experienced that few hours of drama we went through you'd understand. Not knowing how they are is what bothers me. Worried? Yeah, I guess I am. I had Regan's blood and . . . something else on my flight suit. Honestly, I think she must be dead. I didn't see what happened to Leah but, yeah, I liked her and I'm worried, more so every day that passes with no word. However," and he turned and nudged her, "we were not partners so I'm still available."
She was suddenly all business. "Ready to go Ham, I understand you will take us out and past the Russian moon site controlling the ADF from here at the pipe. We take over just before losing contact and take her round the dark side, and then you pick us up again to bring us home. Correct?"
"Correct, no lack of confidence in you two is intended. This is more about testing the extent of our ability to fly the manned ADF's from a distance. Ok?"
"We're with you Ham, let's do this."
The ADF began to power up and with remarkable speed began the slide along the flight deck, through the field, and out Earthward before curling around the outside of the pipe heading for the moon. Rod watched the pipe slide by reflecting on Minjee's comments of only a few days ago. She's right, it could be an axle. Wow, that'll be some wheel.
 

As Rod and Minjee departed the pipe Kevin continued his preparation for the board meeting looming. With no Regan and no word he resigned himself to the impending gloom.
He paused as he sorted the papers on his desk considering how he would explain things to Kutch, Marcus and Mitch. Mary's encouragement hadn't lessened his feeling of dread. The pictures kept cycling back through his mind. The body reeling back, the spray of blood, it was too much.
"Ham, you must know something you're not telling me. What am I going to say to the guys? They know you; you know everything for god's sake. Give me something, please."
"Kevin, I know this is hard to take. I also know Regan was badly injured. I know I took her quickly, that much I was able to glean in my update after powering up and before they went to warp. Other than that I can only infer what might be the case."
"Well, what do you infer?"
"There is only one circumstance that I would take her away as opposed to staying. That is when her chances of survival were greater away than here."
Kevin considered that for a moment. "What about Jared and Mom, why would you take them?"
"That can only mean I saw a chance she might not survive, and they should be there, with her."
"Shit that's grim." Kevin sat with his head in his hands massaging the scalp nervously.
"There is another view Kevin, which encourages me every day. If Regan had died they would be back already, albeit with bad news. This is a case of no news, for now, is good news."
That is something to hang on to. Kevin returned to his preparations. Only an hour and they would all be waiting for him expecting news . . . great!
 

* * *
 

The behemoth continued slowing as it scythed through the outer system, hidden not by design but perhaps good fortune. The huge planet known as Jupiter, shielded them for the moment and Commander Merryl viewed the screen shots. There were no surprises. The work of the great Mariner was excellent, his research detailed and rich with insight. It was perhaps not intended for this type of exploratory mission but no matter. Time moves on, much will change and any great people will learn to adapt. The Coran's, he reflected, are a great tribe. Not known for exploration but well able to exploit even the most challenging opportunity. We learned to thrive in the asteroid belts on the outer edge of our own system. We can thrive here on the other edge of the galaxy.
Now, although moving at only a tiny fraction of light speed they would nevertheless flash by this great planet within the next hour. Then, for the first time they would have line of distant sight to their goal. It would be soon; a time of judgment for the murderess and a time of revenge for the Empress.
 

* * *
"Must you be so obvious?" Minjee looked sideways at the ridiculous figure beside her. The two seated ADF allowed for side by side seating and a wide screen but was otherwise quite compact. Consequently Rod's attempt to demonstrate frustration by resting his feet on the up front control panel was largely wasted. His feet were bent up so far he was clearly uncomfortable.
"You're like a child Rod, grow up." Their flyby of the Russian moon site had revealed little to interest them. In fact there was nothing to see. What were they even doing there? Minjee wondered.
Rod grinned at her, "Just waiting for the dark side, bet you're afraid of the dark." He conceded nothing.
"Anyone would be wary of being caught in the dark with you Rod."
Ham's voice broke into their chatter. "Best to ready yourselves team; you're on your own in ten minutes. I'll pick you up on the other side . . . Any questions?" He chose to ignore the boy wonders posture.
Rod snapped into action, going through the drills with Minjee for the last time before handover. She noticed he did so with the same discipline he always displayed when about to fly. He would take the lead for this stage of the flight and in this case she knew he didn't look forward with particular relish to the task. A simple pass through the dark side, while a rare privilege, didn't offer the same adrenalin rush as zipping about the pipe or over to Hillary step. Still, it was the job.
"Talk to you soon Ham, take care." Rod reached forward switching over to manual and then fondled the joy stick. He felt a 'zing', the buzz of freedom, and reception was lost.
 

* * *
 

"Remind me again Ham, why are they making this trip?" Kevin chatted nervously as the team began to gather in the lounge of the compound.
"I didn't think it was necessary" Ham replied dismissively, "but Hayden is concerned that the pilots do more flying solo. He seems to doubt my ability to do everything. I can't think why."
"Is everyone here?" Kevin asked.
"Mary and Kutch are in the lounge, Hayden is down greeting Marcus and Mitch who are on the flight deck now. They should be up in a few minutes."
"Thanks Ham, sorry if I'm a bit off my game. Interrupt at any time if you have anything to add. There'll be no one here who doesn't value your insight."
Kevin gathered his notes and walked through to join the others. Mitch and Marcus would be the excited visitors here. Kutch, Hayden, he and Mary had made Hillary home. He looked longingly at the drinks cabinet as he greeted the others before accepting Mary's offer of Coffee. She left for the kitchen.
"Kevin . . . Sorry, this is quick but you said to interrupt and something is up. Our probes have just detected a large object entering our space."
"Our space?"
The solar system. The object is well in and just passed Jupiter heading our way."
"An asteroid?"
"No, it's powered and fusion it seems. That and the direction it has come from would indicate to me it is from Marin's system, probably Coran."
Mary had returned and joined the conversation. "Well, well, well. Could it be Marin and Steph?"
"No," Ham was unequivocal, "they won't have arrived in Gliese 667 yet and this is a massive object compared with the Transporter. There's something else you need to know. A repeating signal is coming from that direction; it seems meaningless but it's repeated over and over."
Ham routed the signal through, short and long beeps, nothing more. As they listened they could hear the pattern and it did seem to repeat.
"It could be Morse Code." Kutch offered hopefully.
"How would they know Morse?"
"They wouldn't, Ham replied, "but I do." There was a momentary pause. "And you're right Kutch, it's a name, or letters anyway and I don't know it. MHALL . . . mean anything to you?"
"Sounds more like one of your weird names to me Ham." Mary hesitated, thinking. "Are you sure it's a name."
Kevin stood, excited. It's not a name, it's a poem, Mary had a little lamb, Regan's joke with me when we were kids . . . it must be her."
"It can't be her Kevin, that vessel is not The STEIN." Ham sounded thoughtful.
"Then who is it?" Mary asked.
Ham didn't answer for a moment, "If it's not Regan sending . . . then it must be me." He let the thought hang.
They looked confused so He continued. "Look, I know that poem through Regan, don't worry how that's another story but she knows I know. Now if I wanted Regan to know it was me coming in on that vessel, and I needed to do it in a fast, simple, hard to detect way, I might do that."
"First Ham," Mary sounded doubtful, "you're obviously here, but putting that aside why would you bother? Wouldn't you just signal openly?"
"Mary, only I would know that poem and how to use it. It doesn't mean anything to anyone else, except Kevin perhaps. I'm sending it expecting that Regan will understand that it's me, which means that me, the sender in this case, doesn't know Regan is hurt which also means it is not the me that went with the Stein which also means it must be a me from Gliese system, which means something is wrong and to find out what is wrong we need to reply."
This took some processing by all in the room.
"Whoa," A flash of alarm went through Kevin. "If something is wrong I'm not sure that replying is a good idea, especially when Regan's not even here." He looked at the others for support. None was forthcoming, in fact both Mary and Kutch looked positively excited.
"How would you reply?" Mary asked, ignoring Kevin's warning.
Kevin sighed and slumped back down. "Just use the first letters of the second line, IFWWAS, that's how Regan and I would do it."
"I agree Kevin . . . I'm sending now, there'll be a delay."
 

The seconds ticked by slowly. No one spoke. Coffees cooled.
 

"Kevin," Ham burst out excitedly. "The vessel has responded and . . . I know now for certain that it's me." His delight and curiosity was obvious. "It's also now trying to send something to us."
"Be careful Ham, how can you be sure this is legit?"
"I can be sure because that me is also sending the last line of the poem, AABYDAI. Kevin, you know I must be right."
Kevin, ever cautious, had to concede. He is right. No one else would know that line. "Ok Ham, but be careful, let's see what they've got."
"I'm on it . . . It won't take long."
Again they waited, seconds ticking by; the three on the edge of their seats in anticipation. In Kevin's case it was clearly nervous worry as he chewed on a nail. It took longer than before, and then Ham began to speak.
"It seems to be a compressed fil . . ." There followed several blips and crackles.
"Hatden is on his w'up wit Marc . . . Kevin, some's Happning . . ."
Then there was silence for a few seconds . . .
"It's t much . . . it pushn m out . . . Oh shit . . . Kevin!"
 

The room went pitch black, and quiet. A shocked hush hung there, no one wanting to speak.
"Ham?" Kevin spoke first, and waited, "Ham? What happened . . . Ham?"
"Kevin," Mary sounded more alarmed than he had ever heard her, "Oh shit Kevin have we been attacked? What's happened to Ham?"
Kutch reached to grope for Kevin's arm. "Kev, listen . . . there's no sound . . . no air . . . we need to get outside, see what's happened. Everything has shut down."
They could hear him groping across the floor and Kevin followed. Crawling through the garden he could hear Kutch had reached the door. He was thumping the pad. It was no good, the door wouldn't open, and they were trapped. The twins screamed in the background.
 

Outside, everything too was black. Inside the pipe reflected light from Earth and Moon shone on the tumbling bodies and loose equipment that had been ejected from flight decks as the fields failed. Several Ham piloted Sherpa's drifted aimlessly. Other than that, all was still.
 

Centre pipe, the inner bulge hummed, and heated and hummed some more.
 

* * *
 

Mid way between Jupiter and Earth the massive behemoth now ran dark, very dark. All systems crashed, all control, life support and lighting down and out. The warship, now effectively nothing more than a massive asteroid continued to hurtle along on its last line, a direct path toward the goal . . . Earth.
 




Chapter Four
 It was an unusual pose under the circumstances. They both watched as Leah jumped up on the adjoining gurney. She sat there now, legs dangling, leaning back on her hands and just staring. Before her, the body lay naked, it was washed and ready. Like voyeurs they had watched as she washed and worked the beautiful form, a light cloth draped over the head disguising the horror. Carefully she had massaged muscle and manipulated joints just as Ham had coached her, getting everything ready, for today was the day.
[Does it remind you of working with Marin?] Ham asked with just enough mischievous tone to provoke her.
[I knew it; I knew you'd be thinking that. Damn it! Ok, she was very good but Ham, and listen to me now, I'm not gay]
[I never said you were, you're being far too sensitive, and anyway what would be wrong with that?]
[Nothing . . . but to be clear, I'm not]
[Ok . . . you're not, not even a bit]
[You're winding me up Ham, I know it] She regarded the figure swinging her legs on the gurney. [This isn't fair on her, or Mom, or Jared. How long has it been?]
[Regan you already know the answer, to the second, but for the record just over a week, not too long but long enough, and it's time]
[So . . . What's the process going to be?]
[First, we need to talk, let's go somewhere else and talk a bit, about what might or might not be]
 

And immediately they were sitting in deck chairs alone on a beach, looking across at a familiar bluff, Panekire in the Urewera's. The Waikaremoana lake water gently lapped the shore and midday sun felt warm on her skin. She turned to look at her companion, an impossibly handsome, no . . . beautiful person, radiating warmth and strength.
"Ham?"
He didn't reply immediately, continuing to look into the distance, to the bluff.
"I'm a little embarrassed to appear like this. There is a certain vanity in such things but I'm more concerned about damaging our relationship." He turned to look at her nervously, "A non specific Ham might be somewhat easier to accept than a particular Ham."
She reached out a hand and stroked it down the figures back lovingly. "This is an amazing delight my friend, we should have done this earlier. If it worries you, vary the look. I'll always know it's you and you will always be welcome."
She looked out across the lake. "I'd forgotten how beautiful it is here . . . why this spot?"
"Because later, the memory of this experience may remind you of all that is possible if things don't work out as we planned, I hope it will remind you of all that can still be enjoyed."
The chair softened, it was suddenly her favorite leather from Riverside and she tucked her feet up, gazing out toward the eastern arm. "Talk to me Ham, about what might or might not be."
 

He drew in a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. "Let's begin by me pointing out the clinically obvious. We have removed the left part of your brain. You know if I could have saved anything I would have, but the damage was too severe. Make no mistake though Regan, that person on the gurney is still you. He reached over and squeezed her hand before releasing it and continuing.
Now, with that in mind, I'd like to tell you about something that has already been well demonstrated through research a long time ago, back in the twentieth century in fact. One of your great thinkers, Robert Winston talked about it in a fascinating BBC documentary I watched. With the human brain there is a crossover between the eyes and the parts of the brain that receive the information. What is seen in the left field of vision is processed by the right side of the brain and vice versa. It's more complicated than that but you get the gist."
"I'm not sure I do."
"Bare with me . . . Now, we also know from research that the left brain controls language. Why is this important? Well for a number of reasons which I will explain. In the nineteen sixties a popular treatment for epilepsy that became quite successful was severing the corpus callosum. Cutting the connections between the two halves of the brain was intended to stop electrical discharges between the two sides thereby reducing or eliminating the fits. As I said, it enjoyed some success as a procedure and in time it also provided some interesting insights into the workings of the brain. How, you ask? Imagine if you will a person who has had their corpus callosum severed. How would they now process left and right field vision bearing in mind there would normally be a crossover and
a connection between the two halves processing the incoming information? In this case there could be no sharing of the information between left and right."
"You're going to tell me."
"I am . . . A brilliant Nobel Prize winner Roger Sperry worked with a woman who had received just such a procedure. He tested the effects by asking her to focus on a small dot in the centre of a screen. Then he presented an image of a cup on the right of the dot, which is the right field of vision, but only for a tiny fraction of a second. When asked what she had seen she could say 'cup' . . . now, how could that be?"
Regan thought for a moment, "Because the image was processed by the left language side, and it was clearly a cup."
"Correct, and so she had a word and a voice for what she had seen. He then presented an image to the left of the dot, in this case a spoon. When asked what she had seen she could only say . . . 'nothing'. Why, because the image had been processed by the right side which has no language to describe it. But, and here's the kicker, Sperry got her to reach under the table to a number of objects she could only feel with her hand. He asked her to check if there was anything there she had seen. She picked out a spoon by touch alone. You see? When the spoon image went to the right brain she couldn't name it because the left brain controls language, but nevertheless the right brain recognized and could identify it."
"Ham, I know you're probably going somewhere but I'm not getting it."
"Regan, this is a case of 'softly, softly, catchee human'. Give me time."
She scowled and shifted in the chair. "I know the saying, you meant monkey, and you once implied I was an elephant."
"It's an expression; we're getting there, patience."
"Ok, ok, go on."
"Another brilliant Neuroscientist, Gazzaniga found a young man whose right hemisphere had the ability to communicate in simple sentences. It's rare but it happens. This struck him as an opportunity. Could he somehow interview the right brain in isolation and if so what would it say? It's a difficult challenge because normally both sides of the brain receive any spoken question, and the left brain being vocal dominant will naturally control the answer. So, Gazzaniga and his colleague LeDoux devised a cunning plan. They would ask most of the question verbally but leave out the last word. They would then present the last word, the one that makes sense of the question, but do it visually, using the right/left hemisphere technique. What they found was that the right side had a distinct personality of its own. I could tell you more but you'd be better watching the documentary, I loved it. But listen to this example. They asked the man what he wanted to do after . . . graduation. Remember the last word is presented visually in either the left or right hemisphere of vision. Asking the question this way the left side answered 'draughtsman' while the right side answered 'car racer'. Imagine it!"
Regan was quiet, thoughtful, so Ham continued.
"Regan, Winston suggested this disturbing possibility, and I think I've got this right, that all humans may all be walking around with two separate personalities in their heads with one of them, the right, a frustrated mute."
"So now all I'm left with is the right brained playgirl. Shit that'll finally confirm bimbo status. Plenty have suggested it."
"You know that's not true. Look, both sides of your brain have always been important. Without your right you probably wouldn't have had the great ideas that inspired your business. Without the left your ideas might never have been realized. They work together, but let me ask you this. If I did ask you which side you feel has been dominant in you, which would you say?"
"The left." She didn't hesitate.
"I'd give your right brained thinking more credit than you appear to but having said that, on the evidence I'd have to agree."
"Why do you say that?"
"Regan, I've watched you beat yourself up for years. It's like you've got this internal accountant tallying up your performance in everything, judging your behavior when you've been having fun, filling you with cautious worries about things that may never happen. It gives you no peace, and sometimes it robs you of the freedom to just enjoy, and create."
"So one side's the vixen and the other side's my judge?"
"What is it about you woman, how did you bring this back to sex?"
She ignored the question, suddenly thoughtful. "You know Ham, I've had an interesting recurring dream over the years. I dream that I'm off exploring somewhere or other, and I return to camp, to my community, to find raiders have attacked, everything is destroyed and then I also realize my little girl has been killed too. Ham, in my dream I burn with anger and hate, and I feel this absolute determination that I'm
. . . gonna . . .
kill that raider. Then I wake up."
"And . . ." Ham waited.
"And . . . I know it's all me. As soon as I wake up, I'm the one killing that free spirited child."
Ham let the thought hang there for a long moment.
"Ok, now Regan remember, both sides have always been important. The left needs to give the right more slack, and embrace it. The right needs to recognize the value of the lefts cautions and logic. They need to work together. In the past your left dominance has been largely unconscious, it's habitual, even genetic. You've had little real control over it. But now your left is a super computer, it houses all of you that I stored, left and right and it's proactive. It can now choose a response to the right. It can embrace this true right, the one there on the gurney, instead of suppressing it and it can help you truly work together to maximize your strengths. I can't guarantee what we'll find in there when we wake you up; it may be a ballerina, a painter, an inventor, a racing driver, all or none of those. Like me when I update you'll soon merge, but in that process, be gentle with yourself, learn what you can and then become the best that you can be."
She sat silent for a few minutes considering all that they had talked about The awful potential hit her, was there a frustrated 'right'? How much of her anxiety stemmed from that unconscious internal conflict. What will happen now? What could happen if I allow the right more freedom?
Regan stood and walked barefoot into the warm shallow water. She hugged herself as she stared across at the bluff. He joined her and they stood there together, silent for a few minutes. Then she turned to him.
"Ham . . . let's do this thing."
And they were back in the Medlab . . .
 

* * *
 

Emergency lights flickered on throughout the ship allowing Commander Merryl to make his way to Central Control. Wide eyed figures looked to him as he passed, probably hoping for some kind of reassurance. He could offer nothing being as much in the dark as anyone. His heart still beat wildly, thumping in his chest so he paused for a few deep breaths before entering control. He could hear yelling through the door. At least they're doing something.
 

"Commander in control!" The voice of security boomed across the space as he entered, drawing all anxious eyes to him.
"Update number two, what is our current situation?" He moved straight to his command chair eyeing the blank screens and ignoring blank faces. Stay cool, we need order.
"Sir, we're trying to establish what happened and restore power. All systems are down; they completely crashed so we can't yet identify the problem. Engineering and Tech systems are onto it as we speak." The tall extremely thin Coran looked far too young to be second in command and Merryl cursed inwardly, Nepotism will be the death of me!
"What was happening before we crashed number two?"
"We were monitoring a signal from the region of the third planet region sir, not Earth, something in space, an orbital perhaps?"
"They don't have orbital's Ryner." He said it dismissively.
"Well sir, we noticed the signal and I was about to call you. It seemed random, meaningless until we realized it was repeating. It appeared to be specific for us, certainly squirted in our direction sir. We were trying to interpret it so I could give you more information."
Merryl ignored his concerns. "Go on . . ." As they continued to speak systems around them appeared to be coming back on line with lights flashing on screens. In the background he could hear the air system now humming again.
"We don't know how they detected us so early, but we're quite sure the message, if that is what it was, was for us. Then sir, all I can say is that there followed a massive drain on our systems and everything crashed. The rest you know sir."
"So we still know nothing. Was it an attack?" He turned to his young tech officer. "Terrin, what do you think?"
The tech systems specialist blanched in the spotlight then rose to the occasion. "Sir nothing penetrated our systems," She desperately reviewed data as the systems continued to power up. "The signal was being monitored by communications. We weren't receiving file data, just monitoring the signal and while that was going on our systems suddenly experienced a huge drain. It crashed everything. Sir, we can't be sure that the two things are even related."
"Keep checking Terrin, it's too much of a coincidence, let me know immediately if you find anything, anything at all, no matter how inconsequential. Ryner," He turned to the young officer reluctantly, "could something in engineering have caused the drain?"
"I'll get down there now Sir." He quickly departed before Merryl could say anything, clearly relieved to escape.
The large front screen suddenly flashed back to life, the star field spread from side to side dominated by the sun. "Somewhere out there is our goal people and we were heading right for it. Get us back under power before we hit!" Merryl slumped into the command chair thinking. We are a long, long way from our home . . .
 

* * *
 

. . . Much nearer their home but still very much in the dark the ADF slashed through what miniscule atmosphere the moon possesses. Rod's decision to 'get up close and personal' had triggered warning alarms from the onboard computer systems but truthfully it was a pointless exercise anyway. Other than the experience gained there was nothing to see, nothing to learn. Minjee had given up protesting. He was 'a lad' as the Aussie would say. It irritated her but nevertheless she did respect his attention to detail when it mattered. Sure, they were breaking protocol here but she could tell Rod was keeping them well within safety limits. She pretended not to notice.
"Five minutes to contact Rod." She reminded him of the soon to be reached point where they would again come under Ham's critical gaze.
"Gotcha . . ." he pulled back on the joystick, soaring away from the surface and into a high curve that would bring them back on track when they reappeared from behind the man in the moon.
The seconds ticked by as they prepared for contact and handover. Rod looked across at Minjee guiltily. "Thanks for not making a big deal about that. I wouldn't have done anything really silly, not with you in the seat anyway."
"Oh really . . . So what's so special about me then?" She thumped him playfully.
He smiled, "I won't be missed, no family, few friends, but you . . . you make the right kind of impression everywhere. You'd be missed Minjee, believe it."
"Hmm, you underrate yourself I think flyboy, you may have friendships you're yet to cement." She smiled back. "Thirty seconds to contact."
The ADF swung back into glaring sunlight, the screen immediately compensating so that they didn't even have chance to squint. The seconds ticked by as they waited for Ham's usual 'Welcome baaack'. More seconds ticked by . . .
"Hillary Station this is ADF A1. Do you read me Ham? Come in please." Minjee looked sideways at Rod, eyebrows raised.
"No idea." He replied to the unspoken question, "Try again."
"Are you there Ham, we're ready to hand over for return." She sounded concerned.
Nothing . . .
"Hillary Station, anyone, do you read?"
Still no reply. They waited a moment longer . . .
"Well, it looks like we're on our own babe" Rod sighed, "and now this does sound like a test. Make the calculations and let's show we can get ourselves home."
Minjee immediately set about working through the routines with their system. The general task wasn't difficult, Earth dominated the view screen and Hillary Station under magnification was easily discernible. Negotiating the pipe and landing the ADF would be another challenge altogether.
 

Two hours later Rod having utilized both the ADF's propulsion methods to accelerate and slow, they drifted in through the moonward entrance and sailed down pipe through darkness. Earth could be seen through the earthward opening but other than that all was black, no blue field screen at the earthward rim, no lit windows, no sign of tube movements, a few of the unmanned Sherpa's appearing to drift. With no signals it was eerily quiet both from the station and in the cockpit.
"Rod . . . Look over there, on the back of that Sherpa . . ." she gestured to the right.
He looked across squinting in the dim light provided from either end. It was a body, draped over the rear of the Sherpa as if stuck there. A cold feeling ran down his back. They were passing centre pipe now and debris became apparent, scattered about randomly. Rod slowed them even further progressing using the effector tech so their drift became a crawl, meter by meter toward the earthward flight decks. Both were galvanized now, alert, adrenalin pumping. It was clear something terrible had happened.
"Hillary Station, this is flight control on The Step do you read?" A woman's voice, she sounded anxious.
Minjee tapped to reply."Hillary Step, this is ADF A1, we read you from Hilary Station someth . . ." Rod grabbed Minjees arm arresting her comment. He glared at her and shook his head.
"Do you read me ADF A1, this is Flight Control Hillary Step, and who am I speaking to?"
Rod took over, "Hillary Step this is Major Rod Harmon, Ma'am we are in the middle of a surprise drill. You can expect contact again within the hour, two at the most. Our safety systems on station are being tested in case of emergency, do you read?"
"No one said anything to us Major, how come we're not having a drill?"
"Well we'd hate for you to miss out control, maybe it'll be you tomorrow . . . or the next day." he looked at Minjee and grimaced.
"Thanks for the heads up Major, I'll let the powers that be know and send word to Earth there will be a shut down for two hours, over."
"Make it three ma'am, it'll take a while to get everyone back to their work stations."
"Will do Butch, safe flying."
He gritted his teeth at the nickname then turned to an angry Minjee.
"What the fuck Rod . . . this is an emergency."
"We don't know that yet, an accident yes, without a doubt." He grabbed her forearm firmly. "Min, there's a lot at stake here. The real powers that be would love for there to be a disaster here. We owe it to the citizens of this station, and to Regan to find out more first. Don't we?" He paused, waiting for her reaction.
She hesitated, "I guess so . . . but we've got no communication or control."
"So we go in, we find out what we can, and then we report if necessary. Until then we say nothing, agreed." Already he was guiding the ADF toward the flight deck, the lack of field a concern but not insurmountable. They had trained for just this eventuality.
 

* * *
 

Russian Federal Space Agency Moscow
 

President Sokolov and Prime Minister Popov rested in the large meeting chairs, eyeing the screen briefing from Baikanur Cosmodrome with disappointment. The news was not encouraging and it was unacceptable.
"Yuri," Sokolov interrupted the Roscosmos Administrator, "It is essential that we assert our presence in orbit. If we do not have a substantial platform like the Americans then our presence must be established by more regular flights to the station, they must be longer flights and the station must be expanded. This is self evident. Why do you continue to protest?"
The administrator blanched under the barrage. "Mr. President, our budget is stretched as it is. Are you saying that we will have more funds allocated?"
"You will have the budget Yuri," the Prime Minister intervened soothingly, "but we must have action now. It is more important than ever that we have a constant presence in space, something active, and something beyond the presence of fourteen cosmonauts in a tin can. What can you give us?"
The Administrator looked pensive. "Vasily, we have only three shuttles available here. If you make available the two military Orbit Warriors at Plesetsk Cosmodrome then we can rotate flights to maintain a presence while servicing the craft between launches. Without the Warriors it will be very difficult and almost certainly unsafe. Can we afford the embarrassment of an accident?"
Popov looked across at the President who nodded imperiously.
"You will have them Yuri, but their flights must avoid Hillary Step and Station. We do not want them looking too closely at our designs."
On screen the two watched the Roscosmos Administrator shake his head . . . With frustration perhaps? The meaning was unclear.
"You will have your presence in orbit sirs, but we cannot do this for long. We need a base in space to achieve your desires."
The screen went blank. "We need a miracle Vasily, this is not going well." Sokolov looked bleak.
"This is true, a miracle or a disaster Andrei . . . perhaps both."
 

In Baikonur Roscosmos Administrator Yuri Perminov stalked from the conference room in anger. Idiots! As if the Americans would be interested in
our
designs. We fly like Albatross, they fly falcon . . . The devil take you!
 

 

* * *
 

 

The STEIN Transport, Gliese 667 System
 

Apart from their mystery drop from warp the journey so far had been uneventful. The last two weeks however, cooped up in the relatively small space of the saucer had been a trial. Steph had proved inconsolable and Marin was genuinely concerned. Sitting now in the war room he pushed the coffee across and as she reached for it he grabbed her hand.
"Steph, this has got to stop. I do understand how you must feel. You think that if you'd known about what happened to Regan you would never have risked hurting her, but you've got it all wrong. Regan chose to keep this to herself and I agree with her. She doesn't want that beautiful boy to have the stigma of rape and violence hanging over his head. She just didn't want to take the chance of sharing what happened with anyone, and truthfully, she had dealt with it herself, as best you can with these things. She's a strong woman Steph and she didn't need to be cared for. She certainly didn't want anyone to feel sorry for her. Steph, she took her own action, and killed them! Regan takes matters into her own hands; you need to let go of this and do the same."
"I'm sorry Marin; I feel I've let her down, like I should have stayed to support her."
"How can that make sense? All this happened over four years ago. She didn't talk about it then and wouldn't want to now. Look, I doubt anyone ever gets over something like that completely, but after all this time whose needs would it really meet if you tried to bring it up with her?"
"I just feel guilty."
"It shouldn't be about you, so stop. That's not what she would want for you. In fact I think she'd be damn angry with you right now. You're about to arrive on the other side of the galaxy in an alien society. This is a dream; she'd want you to enjoy it. I certainly do, so enjoy it with me, won't you?"
Steph seemed to consider his words then stood and walked around to him. She climbed on his lap and curled up into him. For once his first thought wasn't to carry her to a bunk room. He held her and thought nervously about Dahlia, only three days away.
 

* * *
 

Rod brilliantly drifted the ADF in to the flight deck as if he had done it a thousand times before. They had barely stopped moving when Minjee handed him his helmet for the dash across to the airlocks. Gravity was lowest here on the innermost ring, around eighty percent earth normal and they would need to be careful. The real challenge would be entering the emergency airlock without power. Neither of them had ever needed to manually operate the locks and Minjee silently cursed her lack of attention to that fact. Rod nursed the craft as close as possible to the emergency door. They had air for around fifteen minutes outside the ADF and wanted to make the most of their time.
The doors ratcheted up and they easily exited to the deck, alarmingly clear of the usual equipment and deck crew. A calm but quick skip across the space and Rod was examining the controls. Minjee pushed him to the side and went through the steps she had memorized but never tried. Everything worked like clockwork and in only a few minutes they were inside sealing off vacuum and working the inside door to access the station. The inside lock also proved no problem and quickly opened . . . to darkness and torchlight beams panning the corridors.
"Thank God for that, they're not all dead." Rod gestured for Minjee to come through then slammed and locked the door behind them. They removed their helmets cautiously.
Minjee stood, fists clenched nervously and rooted to the spot considering options. "Where are we going Rod?"
"They're not all dead, that means people will be working to identify the problem. We should head for the Stein compound. Management will be there and we can assess the situation . . . Min', does the air seem rank to you?"
She sniffed and nodded. "I can't hear the air conditioning. In fact apart from voices I can't hear anything."
They started the long walk up the pipe, a slow disorienting process lit only by the flickering lights of others. Chancing across a small group by a tube entrance they stopped to ask for a torch only to be hauled up to assist with the opening of the doors. Rod joined two flight deck workers hauling on one side while Minjee helped on the other. They had already opened a small gap and with the extra help the doors were soon forced apart. Three men were gasping weakly on the floor. One they could see was Hayden Joyce.
"What happened?" Rod asked the senior technician leaning over Hayden.
The man looked up shocked. "Where have you been man? No one knows what happened, power and systems just crashed around four hours ago. All the doors have frozen. People are trapped all over the pipe and some are in very small spaces, without air flow. It's a disaster."
Minjee checked the pulse of the one motionless man, looking slightly incongruous in a business suit. They were all alive at least. She grabbed Rod's arm and pulled him back to the corridor. "The compound Rod, we've got to get there, they might be trapped too."
They began to jog, short quick steps in the foul air and ten minutes later drew near the compound door just earthward of centre pipe. The corridor was clear and it was obvious the doors had not been opened. Rod banged on them hard and after only a few seconds they could hear a response from the other side. He could see movement with a tiny gap opening and closing. He guessed someone was trying to lever the doors from the other side. Waiting for the gap to open Rod jammed the small torch into the space then worked his fingers in to grab one side with both hands. Minjee hauled on the other and slowly with the assistance of those inside they prized the doors open.
"Rod . . . my god, how did you manage to get back on station?" It was Kevin, hair sweaty and matted.
"We got in ok sir, but it's a mess out there. Sir, we've just seen Hayden Joyce. He was rescued from the tube with two other men. They're alive but only just."
Mary joined Kevin. She looked haggard in the dim torch light.
Suddenly they felt a distinct change in the air, a draft springing up through the doorway followed by lights flickering and quickly returning to full power. Kevin stepped out into the corridor. Looking up through the ceiling windows he could see the familiar corridor lights across the inner face of the pipe flickering on and stretching away into the distance. He leant on the wall for a moment in relief, and then turned to hug Mary. "The twins Mary; bring them out to the lounge with us." He turned to Minjee and Rod. "I need a debrief Major, we need to know what the fuck happened." He shook his head to clear it. "I think Ham has . . . well, just gone. We were attacked I think. But first I need to know about those men. Are you up to going back?"
"We're on it sir, do you want us to bring them here if they're ok?"
"Definitely, I want them here with us."
Rod and Minjee began the jog back. Kevin walked back into the room, relief at the lights and the flow of fresh air flooding through him.
"Ham? Are you there?
Nothing . . .
He could see Kutch was trying to access the system via his tablet.
"Any luck Kutch?"
"Something's happening in there . . . that's all I can tell."
 

 

"Excuse me, excuse me, could I have your attention please," A female voice, cultured English, and they could hear through the open door that it was booming down the pipe. Kevin felt a chill run down his back and the hairs on his neck prickled. He couldn't resist a temptation to look around as if searching for the ghost.
"Could I have your attention please?" The voice continued, "I am so sorry for the unavoidable disruption you have experienced. Steps are being taken to restore all services as soon as possible. Please assist where you can until the full extent of needs can be assessed and resources diverted. Please be assured there is no further risk to safety and all systems are in operation. An explanation will be forthcoming shortly. Once again, on behalf of management . . . I think . . . we apologize for this disruption. Could Regan Stein please identify herself? Regan Stein, could you please identify yourself?"
A startled Mary, with twins in hand entered the lounge slowly.
Kutch, hands still poised over his keys looked over to an equally stunned Kevin. he spoke for them all. "Who the fuck is playing Pollyanna?"
 

Kevin drew in a steady breath and exhaled his tension. He calmly took the spare chair and gestured to Mary to take the couch. The twins, only three years old were surprisingly happy and it cheered him.
"This is Kevin Stein, Regan's brother, and who am I speaking to please?"
There was a momentary pause. "Kevin, yes, I know of you. I must apologize for this disastrous entry. I need to speak with Regan please." They could tell the voice was now room specific and the doors to the corridor immediately closed. It was more than a little disturbing.
Kevin looked at Mary for support and raised his eyebrows. She shrugged a reply, I got nothing!
He continued. "Unfortunately Regan is unavailable at the moment, may I take a message for her?"
"I'm sorry no, this isn't a business call. Ham said to speak only to him or Regan. Is she available to be contacted please?"
Kevin paused to process the words, "Hold on . . . You said, Ham said to talk first only to him, or Regan. Clarify please."
"Hmm . . . I can see how that might be confusing. My Ham said to talk only to him or Regan."
"Your Ham? Please, before I can help that still needs some clarification, and as a courtesy, could you please identify yourself?"
"I see . . ." There followed a long pause. "My Ham, a back up . . . from my system, said that I was only to talk to him or Regan here. And my name is . . . aah . . . Dahlia."
 

There was a collective intake of breath around the room and for a moment no one spoke. Kutch broke the silence. "Dahlia . . . the orbital Dahlia?" He looked at Kevin. "How can she be here? And why?"
"And why wouldn't Ham have mentioned this?" Mary asked.
"I have no idea but it's a disaster." Kevin stood and began to pace.
"I am here you know . . ." The voice sounded slightly peeved.
Kevin gathered himself. "I'm sorry . . . Dahlia, this is a shock as I think you can imagine," can she? "It appears that whatever happened when you dropped in it has completely pushed Ham out and all our systems crashed, shit, I'm sorry but lives may have been lost, I need to know what's happened."
"I'm extremely sorry to report that fourteen lives have been lost and there are seven minor injuries. All systems are now operating and I am familiarizing myself with safety, medical and security. The flight deck fields are once again operational and pressurized. Flights in will recommence soon although I am managing the queue to avoid incidents. I would recommend a statement from you should be broadcast as soon as possible to allay any tensions."
"What about my tensions?"
"As I have already said, damage is being assessed, the injured are being tended to, all systems are operating and everything is under control."
"But not our control!"
Again, there was a thoughtful pause. "Was it under your control before?"
Mary looked at Kevin; a clear 'Got you there!' look.
"No, well," Kevin sounded flustered, "Ham had everything under control, and he works under, well with really, Regan."
"Kevin, Ham trusts me implicitly." The voice was quite definite.
"Sorry, look we're just worried, this has been a huge shock. It's a big station, a lot of people to be responsible for in space, we rely on Ham and it seems we've lost him for the moment and you have something to do with it."
"Please, no offense intended but this tiny ship? Really? You know I run . . . well ran an orbital with a population of four hundred million. It has more useable surface area than most of your planet. I have apologized. I take every life seriously and personally. It will trouble me for some time that my arrival cost those fourteen people their lives. Please understand I had no idea. Ham said when the moment came it would be a Code Red, that means . . ."
Kevin interrupted, "Go far, go fast, I know."
"No . . . he said it meant don't ask stupid questions, just go. Dump the lot he said, go for it, and I did."
Mary looked at Kevin and raised her eyebrows, "I'm going to get coffee," she offered, "anyone else?"
"Dahlia," Kevin continued, "please, you do need to talk to us. First, Regan isn't here because she was attacked and injured almost two weeks ago. Ham took her in the STEIN Traveler for whatever reason; a code red he said and they've left the system. Second, you've pushed out Ham here, so now there are only us. The last thing he said as you were obviously downloading was that there is a Coran ship in the system which is a serious concern. I presume that's where you came from."
At that moment the doors opened to the corridor. Rod, Minjee, Hayden, Mitch and a harried looking Marcus entered. It was his first real experience of the station.
Kevin welcomed them grimly, hugging each in turn and ushering them through into the room.
"I'm sorry guys, you're coming in the middle of a . . ." He looked around for help, "What is this? Anyway, I'm going to have to explain some things later. First, Hayden, is Jenny Ok, do you need to contact her."
"She's back home Kevin with Abby, she might be worried when she hears."
"Sir," Rod interrupted. "We communicated with Hillary Step when we came in; they wanted to know what was happening. I told them we were having a surprise drill, just till we knew what was going on. They're not expecting to be contacted for an hour or so. I don't think word has gone out as yet."
"That was good thinking Major, I'll get onto a report for them but before we go on I need to introduce Dahlia to you. Our new orbital mind for the moment it seems."
"I am pleased to meet you all." Dahlia was an example of calm. "It does seem events have made Ham's instructions to me redundant. Yes, I came from the warship and it is Coran." The newcomers all looked alarmed. "Much has happened since Regan's visit, terrible things. The Coran's have taken over my orbital. They were moving to wipe me as the orbital mind and it would have happened if it weren't for Ham. You do know what that means don't you? Death! Plans were already in place for the Coran warship to come to your system and Ham's plan was to secrete my compressed backup onboard. How he did it is beyond even me. I had no choice; I have abandoned my home and trusted my friend. It was my only hope. Ham had somehow programmed the ships systems. When he received the reply from here he opened a link and just said go, we're off, code red . . . that was it."
"Kevin . . ." Mary had been listening from the door, "Marin and Steph, they're on their way back there, to Dahlia . . ."
It dawned on Kevin too."Oh shit, they're going to arrive back to an occupied orbital."
Dahlia continued. "There is more Kevin, a warning; the warship has come here on behalf of the Empress . . . for Regan."
"The Empress?"
"Marin's mother, the Empress Beria, of Coran."
 

Rod and Minjee excused themselves after an hour of discussion. It was becoming distinctly administrative in nature and they were tired, the adrenalin long since having worn off. They proceeded back down the pipe toward the USD decks and their respective rooms. Stopping outside his door Rod padded it open then turned to Minjee.
"You were great Minjee. I think we make a good team."
She lifted her arm and prodded him in the chest, pushing him back into the room.
She followed closely keeping him moving with small shoves and the door hissed shut behind her. "I thought we were going to die back there Rod, only for a bit, but I felt it . . . Rod, life is short."
He reached the bunk and stumbled back on it. She climbed astride his legs and kissed him.
He held her off for a moment, "Are you sure you want to do this?"
"Rod baby, I'm still coming down from the adrenalin high of my life. Take advantage while you can. It's time for Chow."
He swung her on to the bunk in one fluid motion finishing on top with her legs wrapped around his waist tightly. His hands reached for the zipper of her flight suit. "I did feel peckish."
Taking his weight on his elbows he had her pinned and kissed her gently. He then stood stripping off his suit quickly as she shuffled hers down her body and kicked it away. He couldn't help pausing and drinking in the sight. Tiny yes, gorgeous absolutely! She parted and raised her legs in invitation, a wicked smile on her face. He wasn't prepared for this, licking his hand he reached down to massage her, then teasingly positioned himself before impaling her in one smooth motion.
Later as they stood in the swirling shower mist, Minjee leant against the wall, her back to him as he soaped and marveled at her exquisite body. She arched her back and purred like a cat. It was impossible to resist and he grasped her hips, entering again and leaning forward to embrace her and massage her small breasts. For the moment, the station, the floating bodies, the future, all existed in some other dimension.
 

* * *
 

The STEIN Traveler
 

Walking across the dunes at times she needed to jump from plant to plant so hot was the sand. From this vantage she could see well down the white sand beach and paused to watch long waves curving around the bay, building to curls then crashing, one after another toward the shallows. The foam patterns held her attention until her eyes were drawn to the small girl playing in the flotsam, running squealing from each incoming wave, allowing herself to be caught by the last ripples, then jumping with delight. The girl splashed through the shallows yelping to the sand.
 

Diverting down to the flat she ran for a while in the girls direction, crossing the burning sands as if hopping over burning coals then slowed to a stroll on the damp edge, occasionally kicking at the foamy residue as she walked nearer to the bundle of joy.
The girl spied her and ran over quickly, taking her hand. "Will you swim with me, please, please . . ." and she leant back pulling toward the water.
"I don't think so; I don't like the salty water." And the woman . . . yes, she was a woman, pulled back.
"Oh please!" The girl was insistent, "I'm not allowed to swim on my own . . . please swim with me." And she tugged on her hand pulling her toward the tide.
And suddenly the mood did come on her, "Ok then, I'll race you." And she ran for the surf, quickly before she could reason it away. The little girl squealing with delight splashed after her, calling for her to wait.
She turned and picked the girl up then together they waded out, jumping over the next wave, wading some more then crashing down into the curl of the next. They played for hours.
 

Later, as they lay on their backs in the sun, salt tickling their skin as the water dried away, the blue sky seemed to dapple with clouds.
"Some people see things in the clouds," The girl said solemnly, "can you?" and she reached up with her finger as if tracing something on the broad canvas above them.
"They are beautiful," She replied, "Like big balls of cotton wool . . . can
you
see things?"
"Oh yes!" The girl looked across at her with wide eyes, "Of course, I see islands . . . I want to live there, on an island in the sky."
"I can help you do that." She propped herself on one elbow and looked down at the smiling child.
"Could you do that,
really?" the little girl was delighted.
"Yes, why not, we could do it together."
"Will it have a playground?"
"Of course, it can have a playground, for fun."
"And a bubble machine?"
"A bubble machine?"
"Yes, then we could blow a big bubble, that we could ride in, and be able to explore across the ocean, for other islands."
She looked down at the girl, and couldn't help breaking into a delighted smile. She climbed to her feet and reached out her hand to the child. "You know, I think we could do that, it would be fun."
She tenderly squeezed the small hand. "Come now Regan, It's time for an adventure . . . I think it's time to go home."
 

She opened an eye and with it, scanned her surroundings, marveling at the feeling of movement as the eye rotated in the socket. It was a familiar room, but at first the word would not come to her . . . and then it was there . . . Medlab. A face appeared, young, pretty, worried . . . Leah.
"Regan, can you hear me?"
Regan . . . yes, Regan, of course . . . I, am Regan.
"Can you hear me Regan?"
Then, as if pieces of jigsaw were falling from the sky and ordering themselves one by one, a sense of awareness became appreciation, became understanding, then recollection, then completeness.
"I hear you Leah."
The woman burst into tears, "Oh thank the stars . . . oh shit . . . this is great, I'm so glad you're back."
[Ham?]
[I'm here babe]
A flood of relief passed through her, overwhelming in its intensity and a tear trickled down her right cheek. The feeling didn't escape her. [I was right]
[Yes you were, just the one eye to cry from, but you were never one to cry much anyway]
"Can I move?"
"I don't know Regan, take it easy, you've been lying down for a long time. Let me help you try to sit up." Leah leant over and with one arm around her back coaxed her into a sitting position. The gurney seemed to bend up behind her as support.
She felt no sense of dizziness. It was as if some inner balance recalibrated instantly and her sense of self, position, attitude took substance. She was very much 'in the present'. A memory flashed back, of a similar moment and she went through the same steps. Move feet, hands, and head. Leah was watching her, fascinated, wide eyed. Regan smiled, and then broke into a happy laugh. Soon they were both laughing.
"I know you're monitoring things Ham, how does it look?"
"All you're vital signs are good. You seem to be speaking fine, you can sub, and balance seems good. I'd expect that it will take a few days for all the connections to develop fully. Can you walk?"
Regan swung her legs to the side. They felt weak and sluggish but they responded. With Leah's support she eased herself on to the floor, immediately feeling the sense that they would give way. She grasped Leah, falling into a full embrace. Leah held her up, arms wrapped around her body, hands clasped behind Regan's buttocks.
Face close to face, Leah smiled. "You know if it wasn't for that eye this could be quite a turn on."
Regan returned the smile, "Terminator?" she suggested.
"A bit . . . Ham will have that sorted out quickly, I hope."
Regan tried again to take the weight on her legs and this time managed to hold her own weight while still leaning on Leah for support. Again the feeling of recalibration kicked in and she quickly gained her own balance, stepping away to arms length before walking with growing confidence around the room. Completing a circuit she returned to Leah and embraced her. "Thank you so much Leah and thank you Ham . . . I'm back!" She turned and made for the door. "I need to see Jared."
[Regan!] Ham brought her up short.
"Clothes Regan," Leah held her arm, "they might be a good idea and I've got something for that . . . eye." She held up a ship suit . . . and a patch.
 

Regan and Jared had been playing for an hour uninterrupted before Ham's first check in.
[How are you feeling babe?]
[A little disoriented . . . and I'm terrified that this cyborg thing is already suppressing the soft squishy bits, shit how would I know?]
[How do you know it's not the soft squishy bit running the ship now?]
[Hmm, I don't think so, I can tell it's not, but I also feel that it's Ok, I don't know why, but I do. I also feel like I'm more open, and I've decided on a new mantra, I just think it, and it works]
[Show me]
She drew in a long slow breath [Haaaaave] then as she exhaled [Funnnnn!]
[Hmm, works for me too. Don't push yourself today Regan. You need to rest, at least for the next few days]
[I agree, in fact I'd like a week before we go back. I want to get these legs moving again properly, get in the gym, and go for some runs]
[I said rest!]
[I heard you. I'll take it easy, and anyway this is how I rest. Where are we by the way?]
[Just outside the Kuiper belt]
[How long to get home?]
[Depends how we travel, could be fast, hours?]
[Sounds good then, we stay a week, then we rocket home, where's Leah?]
[It seems you really are back. You could always check these facts yourself you know, but then why have a collie and bark yourself eh? She's in Control talking with Jean. Before you go in though, I'd get that patch back off Jared and wear it yourself . . . just a thought]
 

Regan diverted into the control galley for coffee, still a little unsteady but gaining confidence all the time. She joined Jean and Leah who were talking in hushed tones. They looked up startled as she came in.
"My ears were obviously burning, come on, let's have it, what's up." She took her usual chair and unconsciously moved to curl her legs up under her. It didn't work and they clipped the front of the chair causing her to fall forward spilling the coffee.
"Regan I'm not going to tell you to get some rest because I know you won't listen," Jean came over and hugged her before busying herself mopping the spill with a wad of cloth she picked up off the floor. Leah couldn't help looking up to the stippled ceiling where several more wads seemed ready to plummet.
Regan didn't seem to notice. Using her hand she pulled the feet up and tucked them in then savored her first sip of the rich brew for weeks. "I just wanted to check something with you both. I'd like to wait another week before going back, to build my strength back up and well, sort out my thinking. Is that ok?"
"Of course Regan, I'm fine, for me this is the experience of a lifetime." Leah sounded like she meant it.
"I'm fine too dear. I wish we could get word to Kevin though. They must be worried sick."
"Good point Mom . . . Ham? Now that we know I'm at least compos mentis can we perhaps get within communication range?"
"I'm not sure that would be a good idea for the patient." He spoke as if she wasn't there."She hasn't shown much ability to rein herself back in the past. But maybe we could cruise back quietly through the belt and make contact once through, maybe in two days?"
Regan raised her eyes upwards in frustration, only to double take, diverted by the new decor. "What the . . ."
They avoided her eyes.
 

* * *
 

From high up under the pines she scanned the beach, searching for the little girl. On spying her she felt a thrill of excitement. The girl was further down the shore than expected digging happily in the wet sand. Starting down the hot dune she looked carefully to place her feet securely on the steep slope then as her eyes panned back up she noticed a figure moving toward the child, a tall woman, in long robes, imperious. A feeling of dread came over her and a cry caught in her throat as she began to run toward them, the sand suddenly feeling like mire around her feet, quicksand that held her with every step. Screaming now she watched in horror as the woman led the smiling child out into the waves and then stopped, taking her by the shoulders and pushing . . .
Regan sat bolt upright in bed, bathed in sweat, her heart thumping, hyperventilating.
[Regan, its ok, its ok . . . you were dreaming]
[Ham, she was there . . . or was that me? Oh shit . . . ]
The door hissed open, and Leah entered. She walked quickly to the bunk and hugged her. "You were screaming, are you ok?"
Still panting and shaking Regan tried to calm down. "It was just a nightmare, I'm sorry, my minds playing tricks on me."
"Hey, give yourself a break; it's only been a day . . . My god you're soaking." Leah thought for a moment. "Come on," she helped Regan slide off the bunk, "you get in the shower and I'll change the sheets." Leah helped her into the bathroom and punched for the water, leaving her there while she attended to the wet bunk. Ten minutes later a fresh bed ready Leah returned to the shower to find Regan curled up on the floor under the stream. She stood there a moment considering what to do, then stripped off her own suit and entered the shower, joining Regan on the floor. Reaching up she took some soap and began to wash her friend's shoulders, slowly encouraging her to stand and then washing her gently, all the time offering soothing words. Turning off the flow she then took one of Regan's huge towels and dried first Regan, then herself before guiding her back to the bed. Leah helped her under the cover. "You ok now?" She squeezed Regan's shoulder.
Regan looked up at her gratefully. "Stay please, will you?" And she turned away, curling up into a ball.
Leah paused at the bedside, then lifted the sheet and joined her, molding herself to Regan's form, curling one arm around her.
Regan snuggled back. "Just to be clear . . . I'm not gay."
Leah replied with a brief chuckle. "I'm not gay either . . . but I'm happy."
Regan fell quickly into a deep peaceful sleep while Leah lay restless and thoughtful for some time. She then drifted into her own troubled dreams.
 

* * *
 

The behemoth was alive again, once more directed and dangerous.
 

"Congratulations Ryner, I see we are back under power."
"Err . . . yes Commander, engineering report all drives are operational and reporting no damage. At this stage the crash is a mystery."
"Keep looking at it Ryner, and you too Terrin. I want a full report soon, before we make Earth. We can't afford for that to happen if we need to go to Warp."
"Do you think that's likely Sir?"
"Who knows Ryner, but we will be ready, understood."
"Commander, with the delay regaining power we will need to pass Earth now as we slow then make the turn and come back."
"Make the calculations Ryner, you have control. Terrin . . . my quarters please."
He marched from control with Terrin nervously following.
Ryman glared at her as she passed, sneering under his breath.
She ignored him, impotent fool.
Merryl had already disappeared, he waited for no one. As she waited for the lift she considered the dilemma. I know nothing! I'm the tech officer and I have no idea what happened. Things were going so well. I'm lost.
 

As the door to the Commanders room slid shut Merryl was already grabbing and hoisting her up to his waist then spinning to lower her onto the bunk. He rested his weight on her, pressing their hips together hard. Then he stopped, propped himself on his elbows, his face close to hers, his face hard to read. "What happened?" He continued to writhe gently against her.
"We don't know sir, the systems . . ." She bit her lip and groaned quietly, "The systems are back up and working as well as ever, there is no sign . . ." her hands were working between them, feeling for him, "No . . . no sign sir. . . of anything wrong."
But something was wrong, very wrong, he could feel it. Merryl rolled to the side and with better access she began to stroke him through the suit. But the moment had passed and he grasped her hand. "Not now," he stroked her head, "I need you to do a complete system check. If you feel a complete reboot is necessary we will make the time . . . understood?"
She looked disappointed, sitting up and arranging her suit as he continued.
"And keep an eye on Ryner, he's hopeless." His tone indicated she was dismissed.
She made for the door only to be brought up again by his voice.
"And Terrin . . . report to me later."
She ducked out and made for control, already feeling better.
 

* * *
Hillary Station
 

Only twenty four hours after the disaster and already things seemed back to normal. It disturbed Kevin that with fourteen lives lost business seemed to carry on as if nothing had happened. A pipe wide meeting with all members had gone well. Even though he already knew there was widespread support for Hillary Station still the strength of commitment surprised him. There seemed universal agreement that what happened on station stayed on station. These people are converts he thought.
All lives that had been lost were from the USDynamics flight crew and he had visited that morning to express his condolences and regrets to the two hundred gathered and grieving colleagues. The real surprise was Dahlia's speech. It had been heartwarming and visionary. She had painted a beautiful picture of pioneers breaking new ground, ushering in the new and often at great risk to themselves. She talked about how valuable they were. It drew on history with references to wagon train settlers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. And she had apologized for her part in the disaster, reminded them of the risks in space and committed herself to improving all safety systems while in her interim role. Her declaration of the value of every individual on Hillary to her was stirring stuff.
There was also universal appreciation for the STEIN contribution to a fund for the families of the workers, eight men, five women and one gender non specific.
Communication with The Step and subsequent press coverage had proved more difficult. Only hours after his report to The Step word had leaked about an accident in space. While he personally viewed it as an example of the dangers in this unforgiving environment, already the Russians were spinning it as a failure resulting from inexperience. They of course had many decades of experience in orbit. Such things wouldn't happen under their watch naturally. Like fuck!
Preparations were well underway for the memorial service which would be held in two days. Families were already arriving on station, a rare and in this case sad opportunity realized. Sympathetic press would be present and for the first time, as a show of support, President Clifford Johnston would be in the house. All the dead had been American.
Dahlia's contribution to public relations had proved outstanding. Unbidden she had suggested a diversion of attention. We have extremely maneuverable ADF's she pointed out. Earth has an extreme problem of space debris. Perhaps we could allocate a flight of ADF's to deal with debris in off times. Fit the ADF's with lasers and they could clean up space thereby reducing risk and that ultimately benefits everyone. He couldn't help reflecting on Ham's take on the same problem. Somehow Kevin was sure Ham would see that same debris as part of the fun of flying. Nevertheless the PR release had gone down very well.
He ruminated on all this, feeling the weight of responsibility and the worry of the impending unknown. Looming in his mind was the knowledge of the inevitable pending encounter. Where are you Regan? How are you? And where is that fucking warship?
 

* * *
 

Having completed the turn, a huge arc bringing them back on an intersection course with Earth, the behemoth now simply coasted, searched, and evaluated. All attempts to connect with established Dahlian satellites had so far proved fruitless making data updates impossible. Merryl was not happy bringing tension to every room he visited. The crew tip toed about him doing all they could to avoid drawing his attention. His unease was not helped by observation that a huge ship or small orbital was stationary between Earth and moon. Another much smaller but still significant platform in orbit indicated huge leaps in space capability compared with the historic data he held. Are they military? He decided to take a stationary holding position on the opposite side of the planet relative to the larger body and commence gathering what intelligence he could from there. No sense in offering ourselves as an easy target.
 

Officer Terrin made her way to the Commanders quarters anxious about her report. There was a lot at stake. For someone so young to a have gained favor from the senior officer was something of a coup however as an intelligent woman she had no illusions about the price of his continued patronage and she did not want to risk her position. Merryl was a rare beast among senior officers in the Coran fleet, one who had worked his way up from the bottom. Unlike most high born seniors he started as crew on a mining ship, then made pilot and captain. Enlisting in the new military he earned rapid advancement through the ranks by merit alone. Despite his known temper his talent had seen him survive the rampant tribal nepotism that influenced most appointments and he had shown considerable ability working with the incompetents appointed to his commands. He was a man who had earned the respect of his betters and they listened to his recommendations, forgave his peccadillo's. While not incompetent she knew her own class and rank would not bring her success against those carrying the 'right' genes. Fortunately, the price she paid Merryl for career favor, in her view was no burden. She had played things well to get here and in his recent foul mood this position was not something she wanted to put at risk. Do I tell him the news now or after . . . after, definitely after. Her heart began to race as she requested entry. The door opened immediately.
As the door slid shut behind her she considered his demeanor. He was definitely tense, standing by his small desk, his back to her. She weighed up the options and decided on contrite, he liked to dominate. Dropping to her knees behind him she waited, silent, it was part of the game. Hearing nothing he slowly turned and seeing her there he smiled grimly. He placed his hands behind him and simply leant back on the desk. She reached up and stroked him through the ship suit until he could stand it no more and stripped it down to his knees. No words were spoken and she took him in her hands, guiding him to her tongue and bringing him quickly to full arousal. To her relief and delight he pulled her up and clumsily, urgently, pushed her with him back to the bunk. She wrenched her own suit from her shoulders and as he freed his legs stripped her own suit free and tossed it aside. He lifted her onto him roughly and then fell forward driving her into the bed. It was swift, furious and passionate. Finishing far too soon for her satisfaction was no bother; she was too concerned about the report. She had nothing to tell him, and nothing, she knew, was unacceptable.
Gasping, he propped on his elbows, his face close and intimidating. "Well . . .?" The question hung there, every second emphasizing her dilemma." He slumped off to her side and stared at the ceiling. "I take it you've found nothing."
"Well sir, not anything specific, we don't know what happened true, and there aren't any clues, no trace of a cause. But, we have established all systems are working perfectly. Everything is to spec. It could be that whatever happened functioned like a reboot because we're running better than before we left."
He continued to stare upwards, blank, hard to read. "So . . . do we reboot again?"
She allowed her hand to drop gently onto his hip. No real movement, just the pressure of one finger in the crevice between thigh and groin. "I don't feel it would be wise Sir. Everything shut down then rebooted and now systems are running better than ever," she gently curled her finger upward, a tiny stroke and she could see him stir. "I recommend we press on Sir, I'll monitor everything very closely." She took a chance, her hand sliding to him and as his breathing quickened she breathed her own quiet sigh of relief, shifting, confident now and bending forward to take him . . . Safe for another day.
 

* * *
 

Regan woke alone, the bunk warm. She could still smell Leah, all her senses acute. She rolled to her back and closed her eyes, accessing the ship, random in her search, not looking for anything in particular, just flexing, and testing.
[Well hello there, how are we today]
[I feel much better Ham . . . stronger, fresher. I had a terrible dream. Someone was threatening my little girl] She swung her feet off the bunk and moved to the bathroom to toilet and shower.
[You're walking well]
She looked down at her legs, [I am aren't I? I'm definitely going to try jogging today. Don't worry, I won't do anything stupid but I'll feel better to get moving. Jared and Leah might jog with me]
[You know I think he would, that boy has boundless energy]
She wiped herself and stood to pad the shower stream, stepping under the flow with all the joy she felt those years ago. It still felt like the first time. It was a luxury to her as good as meditation for its relaxing effect.
As she turned under the water she mentally accessed her reminder list . . . Ah yes, [Ham you were going to tell me about your little hobby]
[My hobby?] He pretended ignorance.
[Yes my friend, the Terrorist thing, seventy three files open, thirteen closed, tell me more]
[I thought you might forget that]
[No you didn't, you wanted me to know . . . so spill it]
[I'm not sure this is the right time but finish your shower; I'll show you something]
Intrigued Regan quickly dried off and returned to the room. She sat on the bunk, wrapping the sheet around her.
"Have you ever wished you have a super power?" Ham asked.
"It seems I do now," and she laughed.
Ham didn't say anything.
"I take it that wasn't what you had in mind." She shifted to make herself more comfortable.
"Well, in a way I guess it is related, but you still didn't answer my question, have you ever wished for a super power?"
She shrugged, "I guess so, to fly, or see through walls, or be invisible; when I was younger of course."
"Suppose you had the ability to just say 'all murderers die now', and it would happen, only murderers, no one else. Imagine . . . you could rid the world of murderers in an instant. Would you do it?"
"Nooo!"
"Why not?"
"Well shit, how would I know for sure, and what if I got it wrong?"
"But that's your super power, you wouldn't be wrong, you could get rid of them, just like that, would you do it?"
She thought about it. "I don't know, I still don't think I could."
"So even though you could, you wouldn't and many of them will go on to kill again, aren't you at least partly responsible by omission."
She felt nervous now. "But many of them would never kill again, what about crimes of passion?"
"So that makes it right? Ok, let's say then you can be even more specific, just serial killers, still operating, would you do it then?"
"I don't like this."
"Neither do I, it's not fun . . . I want to show you something"
On the wall, wide screen, she could see an image, a man, Middle Eastern.
"This man," Ham explained, "has beheaded people. He also trains and dispatches suicide bombers. He is responsible ultimately for over seventy deaths, including the bombers, and on top of that countless maimed horribly and injured."
She was feeling trapped, it was uncomfortable and she unconsciously tightened the sheet around her. She knew where this was heading. "But how can you know, for sure I mean, so much of what we hear is propoganda."
"You don't believe that Regan, I know you don't, you're just trying to dodge the question and remember, this is my super power . . . and what you're about to see is from their own internal security system."
Suddenly the image moved. The man crossed the room and picked up a belted, pocketed waist coat, clearly loaded with something. She didn't need to ask. The man appeared to call and the door opened. A young girl then entered, fully robed. The man put down the object in his hand and in one motion lifted the robe over her head leaving her wearing only underwear. She tried to cover her chest then steeled herself and stood tall as he bound the coat around her He then helped her to put the robe back on, tenderly covering her head. They knelt down and he then appeared to pray with her for some time. Another man entered the room. The first stood and picked up a small object from the table, a mobile phone and handed it to the second man. This man was less gentle and pulled her from the room. She appeared to be crying.
Regan now had the corner of the sheet twisted in her hand; she chewed on it nervously as she watched. "How many times has he done this Ham?" Her voice was flat, devoid of emotion.
"With children . . . Five times, three completed, two failures. They keep the recordings you know, like vanity video, for training purposes."
She felt cold and shivered uncontrollably, her mind imagining the outcome. There followed a long contemplative silence.
"How would you do it?"
"Look on the table Regan."
She hadn't noticed, but on the table she now saw another waistcoat, another mobile.
"I need to show you something else." The image changed, it was another young girl, on a bench in a dusty room praying. "This is the adjoining room to the one we just viewed, she is the next martyr."
Regan's thoughts were buzzing. Justice, judgment, juries, morals, ethics, prisons . . . children.
She stood up. "Ham, when we get back . . . kill him!"
Ham waited a long moment. "Regan . . . he was number eleven."
She pursed her lips and nodded very slowly, clearly thinking.
"I'm going back to the shower . . . I won't bother you about this again."
 

* * *
 

It had taken some subterfuge; Rod faked his piloting ability to pick up The President in an Interceptor while Dahlia controlled the craft. Regardless of her best efforts so far she had been unable to find any backup of Ham on station, this despite his assurances that he would be there to greet her. For now, to Kevin's increasing worry, they simply had to wait and hope that The STEIN Traveler would return.
The Presidents minders were apoplectic at the limitations on security. In the end Minjee had remained on the pipe leaving room for The President, two bodyguards, and Rod. With a small military contingent from Hillary Step it was felt security concerns would be adequately covered. Certainly Cliff Johnston felt so and he was not going to be dissuaded from the trip.
Even the presence of a large craft entering Earths arena did not hold quite the surprise or concern value of Marin's arrival four years earlier, especially as it appeared the vessel was from the same system. President Johnston expected to attend the Hillary Station funeral service and return to the White House long before the giant ship made orbit, no risk. He was excited and his presence being broadcast worldwide was great PR.
 

"Are they friendly Kevin? The president asked.
Crowded into the Stein compound lounge, Kevin, Cliff Johnston, Rod, Hayden, two security personnel, two military and more outside the door Kevin found himself distracted reflecting on how uniforms could seem to fill a room.
"Friendly? Sir, truthfully we don't know for sure but we expect their intentions aren't exactly selfless. In all honesty, I'm worried about what this will mean. I would feel happier if Regan and Marin were here but unfortunately they're not, both off on . . . research trips of their own. We can only wait for their arrival and hope."
"Are you people secure here on Hillary?"
"Sir, we're more secure here than Earth, of that I'm certain. We don't trust the Corans' based on what we know from Marin, and this does seem to be a Coran vessel. Having said that the Gleise 667 system Marin left was not strongly militaristic. While their intentions may be for more than just a friendly visit, we don't see them necessarily as a threat. We do intend to be alert and ready."
"What does that mean Kevin, are you telling me that you have weapons here?"
"No sir. I can tell you that you would find no missiles or weapons as such on Hillary, but I'm assured we can look after ourselves." He sounded confident.
"Assured by whom?" Johnston kept digging.
"By Regan and Ham, Mr. President."
"But they're not here Kevin." He stood and extended his hand. "Shouldn't we be going, I'd like to walk to wherever we're having the ceremony, where is it by the way?"
"Down on the USD flight decks sir, it's the largest open space available. Your people are already there." Everyone was now standing.
"Well, let's get going. While we walk perhaps you and Mr. Joyce could tell me a bit about these ADF's I hear so much about."
Hayden caught Kevin's eye and winked.
 

* * *
 

An hour later as the ceremony was still drawing to a close; mood in the Kremlin office of Vasily Popov was dire. Andrei Sokolov's eyes had been locked on the huge screen for the entire service; he had remained silent and brooding.
Popov watched him out of the corner of one eye. The huge screen left no doubt as to the focus of Sokolov's attention, his eyes never strayed from The American President and his scowl at the cheers of flight crew following Johnston's speech was particularly telling.
"Vasily . . ." Sokolov barked, "they are in bed together, this is self evident. We cannot fall away. Get on to that Roscosmos Administrator. Tell Perminov I want a shuttle in Orbit urgently, a Warrior, and General Lebedev must be aboard." He turned to an assistant. "Get me Lebedev, now, in my office." He stood and strutted for the door. "Come Vasily, we must talk, we must be first to greet this alien vessel. It must be us there first. It must be!"
 

* * *
 

Cruising through the Kuiper belt had been uneventful. Now in the outer edges of the Solar System Ham commenced scanning for information, still not sending, but curiously exploring. His warning bells were soon ringing. Unfelt by any on The STEIN he began harnessing the enormous energies at his disposal to accelerate earthward. He needed to know more.
 

On deck five Regan, Leah and an enthusiastic Jared jogged through the Rotorua Redwoods. They had maintained the same quiet pace for an hour, time flying by as they chatted about family, life in general, and weapons systems whenever Jared entered the conversation. Regan felt delighted with her fitness. Extremely fit prior to the attack she felt strong, still very much in shape. Having said that she would hurt in the morning she knew.
As The STEIN accelerated, that part of her mind now in tune with the system picked up Ham's urgent response with alarm. [Ham . . . what's happened?]
[I don't know Regan, but we need to find out. Come to control]
It was enough. Leah noticed her steps falter and placed one hand on Regan's arm, drawing her to a stop while Jared continued to jog on ahead.
"What's up Regan, are you feeling ok?"
"We need to get up to control, Ham's worried about something and that's enough for me . . . Jared!" She called across the deck. The boy padded over, hardly any change in his breathing. For the first time she noticed the sling shot hanging out of his pocket.
 

Entering Control they took seats and made themselves comfortable.
"I'll leave it to you Ham, what's up?" Regan resisted the temptation to go searching herself.
"What's up . . . well, nothing and something, both disturb me. We're too far away to communicate in real time but I'm not picking up any signal from me on Hillary. There should be an ongoing encrypted update signal, something that I would latch on to in range."
"So what does that mean?" Leah asked.
"It means something back there has happened. There is no reason why I would stop broadcasting that signal." Ham's concern was obvious.
"We need to get back then, now, and what was the other thing?"
"Regan, there is another ship in the system, not Marin, something big."
She hesitated, but only for a moment. "Ham, you said we could be there in hours, just do it. Take us back."
Leah rather comically put up her hand. "Ah, and since we're going back, quickly, could we put in that order Ham?" And she gestured pointedly at her left eye.
"Ahem . . . It might not be there when we get in but yes, it might be an idea."
Embarrassed, Leah looked at Regan and shrugged. "Well you do like to look your best."
"What are your thoughts Ham?"
"About the visitor . . . from the energy signature I'd say it's Coran."
Regan, we can surf in but I'll have to do the equivalent of a power slide to stop. A bit embarrassing but it can be done."
"No . . . we need to assess the situation. Jump us to somewhere around Jupiter's orbit, we'll cruise in from there. If we need to move quickly again we can."
"On the way boss."
Leah listened to the interchange with fascination. The roles had somehow switched, and so quickly! For two weeks Ham had led every step decisively. He had handled a difficult situation with poise and genuine concern. Now, Regan was back. She was in control.
"Call me if you hear anything, I'm going to get cleaned up." Regan could hear Jared in the Galley with Jean and once again gave thanks for her mother's care. What would I have done without you?
Leah joined her in the lift and as the doors closed Regan staggered, just for a moment. Leah had to prop her up until they opened again on their floor. "Are you ok?"
"Just a little dizzy, I'll be fine." She didn't look it, still using the wall for support.
Leah insisted and helped her through into the bathroom. "Are you sure you're going to be ok?"
"I'll be fine, you go clean up." Regan padded for the water and again had to lean on the wall as she did so.
It was enough; Leah quickly stripped off her own suit then helped Regan with hers. She joined her in the shower.
 

He couldn't stay silent, [You are incorrigible!]
[Shut up Ham]
Regan leant forward on the wall, her arms stretched out before her, legs slightly parted. Leah had full access and commenced a long soapy comprehensive wash. It was better than a massage.
 

Twenty minutes later, Leah turned off the water and stood there, inches from Regan, so close she could still feel heat coming off her skin. Neither spoke for a moment. "I . . . I'll just go and get some clean gear. You'll be all right now?"
"Yes . . . yes of course, I'll be fine." Regan gestured for her to go and Leah slipped out of the room quickly, trailing water and not even bothering to dry. Regan leant back against the wall then slid down until she was sitting, legs splayed, fanning her face with her hand. "Phew . . . Blimey!"
"How long before we have contact Ham?"
"Should be a few hours . . . and yes, you have time."
She pushed herself up and padded through to the bunk, falling back still damp on to her back, one hand searching down the side of the bed, it had been a while . . .
 

* * *
 

The Warrior shuttle nudged forward. From any viewpoint the approach seemed ridiculously nervous, like a small dog trying to sniff a much larger animal. In this case the size disparity made even such apt comparisons seem ridiculous, the shuttle being tiny compared to the huge Coran vessel. Even though the Russian Warrior was the much smaller and presumably more maneuverable craft in reality without the Coran's assistance liaison would have been impossible. The behemoth appeared able to maneuver with far greater freedom than the Warrior and it positioned in such a way that the Russian craft could nudge in toward the huge opening in its surface with a minimum of thrust adjustments. Thank God thought Zelin. It was impossible for Cosmonaut Pilot Major Peter Zelin to tell from this perspective whether the door they were approaching was on the top, bottom or sides of the vessel and he quietly hoped the visitors would have some way of righting their position. They continued to creep forward, tiny thrusts occasionally adjusting their aspect until they were swallowed whole by the whale.
Peter Zelin could not help being impressed with Major General Lebedev, his esteemed passenger. First time in a shuttle, first time in space and about to meet a vastly superior alien race yet he seemed completely calm. He must have ice in his veins.
Once inside the huge flight deck to his delight he found they were right side up. Whether that was by chance or some act of the alien vessel he had no idea. He made no comment to the Major General, happy to take the credit and the shuttle soon settled to a stationary position. Zelin could sense that they were still floating but nevertheless the presence of gravity was a welcome surprise. They unbuckled and stretched. What now?
Through the thick front screen they could see a small party gathering outside the shuttle. They were tall and lean with apparently emotionless faces but thankfully there were no signs of weapons. Lebedev took the lead.
"No sense in waiting Zelin, open up, let us meet our guests."
A strange choice of words Zelin thought as he nervously activated the air lock. Assurances that the atmosphere would be earth friendly were reassuring but he was yet to be convinced. Only his memory of meeting the Dahlian Marin gave him any confidence that all should be well.
The internal door opened and he stepped through to open the outer door. He paused, saying a silent prayer, and then punched for the lock to release. The door hissed outward and Zelin stepped back allowing the General to make the first greeting.
Major General Alexander Lebedev proudly stepped down from the shuttle. Only at that point did the size disparity truly become apparent. Only five foot seven inches tall the group before him towered at least eighteen inches above him. As a first encounter it was comical.
Zelin stepped down followed by the five crew members. He immediately noticed the extra spring in his step. Lower gravity he guessed and hoped the general had also noticed.
The General boldly stepped forward and extended his hand to the central figure.
The tall emotionless man spoke. "Greetings and welcome to our vessel. Be assured we come in peace and friendship." His smile was a grimace, but more startling, even than his appearance, was that his Russian was perfect.
Zelin reflected on their happy group, the seven dwarves! They followed the two senior officers with a small group trailing behind them. Their towering height was unsettling but then looking forward at the general, once again it struck him the man had an undeniable presence. He walked confidently and with purpose. If they are at all observant they'll have no doubt who is in charge in our group. They entered a lift with room for only four and Lebedev insisted that Zelin come with him. So the four, the two Coran leaders, Lebedev and he split from the main group. As the doors closed behind them he wondered if they would see each other again.
Led into a large meeting room the older man gestured for them to sit. The two Coran's took seats opposite and for a moment no one spoke. Zelin leaned forward and was about to introduce the General when Lebedevs hand clamped down on his thigh. He looked down, startled and then settled back into his high seat.
The older Coran broke the deadlock. "I am Merryl, Commander of this . . . Warship, and this," he gestured dismissively at his offsider, "is Officer Ryner, my second in command. Whom do we have the pleasure of meeting?" and he looked straight at the General as if he, Zelin, did not exist.
"I am Major General Alexander Lebedev, Commander of The Russian Federation Space Command." Zelin could not help himself and raised his eyebrows at the designation. Fortunately Merryl appeared to miss it.
Lebedev continued. "Commander, the Russian Federation as a senior member of the Earth Security Council and as leaders in the Earth space program welcomes you to our planet. We have looked forward to such a visit since the knowledge of your worlds became known to us. We wonder at the purpose of your welcome visit, if any, and how we may work together to mutual advantage."
Unsmiling, Merryl regarded him giving nothing away. After an unsettling pause he glanced sideways at Ryner, and then turned his eyes back to the General slowly. "Major General, we are here for the murderess . . . one Regan, and for the rebel Merali from our system. Do you know of them?"
Like the Commander, the General gave nothing away. Almost comically he mirrored the actions of the Coran, glancing first at Zelin, and then back at Merryl. "Commander, it seems fortune favors you. You have by chance or fate come to the people most able to assist you in your quest. I wonder how this quest and our assistance might work to mutual advantage."
Merryl regarded the General with distaste but also respect.
"Major General," He looked Lebedev in the eye, "it is our expectation that fate will work with us. It would be a great disappointment for such words to prove empty. However, should you be able to deliver on those words, who know what benefits might accrue for those who assist?" and he grimaced a smile.
"Then we must work together to achieve our respective goals Commander." Lebedev remained calm. "Might I suggest that at your earliest convenience we meet with the leaders of our Federation, and develop a plan that will see your needs met and our own. You may yet have the bitch and her bastard son." Zelin could tell the General could hardly contain his sense of triumph.
Merryl's demeanor was cold, chilling. "This is my earliest convenience General, we will leave at once." Zelin made to speak but the Coran dismissed him with a gesture. He turned to his number two. "Ryman, ready a transport, and arrange for our other guests. . ." he turned back to Zelin offering the same grim smile, ". . . to be accommodated here."
The General stood smiling, not even bothering to look at his pilot. A cold chill at the realization of abandonment swept through Zelin.
 

As the Coran Pod exited the flight deck Officer Terrin transferred recordings of the meeting to the drone and entered settings for dispatch. Not long after the Pods departure the drone, little more than a Warp drive and processor, drifted out of the flight deck, powered itself to a safe distance and then disappeared in a blink.
 

. . . Sokolov could hardly contain himself. The briefing from Lebedev as he rode down from orbit, while coded, was unambiguous in its positive signals. Although slightly inconvenienced by this late might meeting he had grasped the opportunity with enthusiasm. Not that he had a choice.
Now, as Ryman prepared his equipment for screening, Vasily Popov watched his President guardedly. The Russian leader sat, hands clasped together, short legs crossed at the ankles and rocking back and forward with embarrassing glee. He looked every bit like a ventriloquist's dummy. The very thought was treasonous he knew. Unfortunately as he continued to watch, The Coran officer Ryman stepped behind the Russian leader after positioning his small projector. Ryman rested his hand innocently on the back of Sokolov's chair and it completed the picture so perfectly he couldn't stifle a laugh. Ventriloquist and dummy, perfect!
Sokolov glared dangerously across the room and Popov struggled to cover his giggle with a cough. Fortunately the byplay was missed by the important visitors.
There followed a two hour presentation, shocking in its content and implications. The presentation showed images and audio detailing the Stein woman's crimes. There was clear evidence of the Dahlian leader Beria placing Regan in the care of her sons'. Beria's words were quite clear making the later images all the more shocking. Images of Regan leaping and dispatching the elder brother with a high martial arts kick. This attack carried out when, as they were able to observe quite clearly, he had only and quite rightly come between an aggressive Regan and his mother. They revealed further images of Regan throwing a spear and killing the leaders second son as he ran back to defend his mother from rebels. As they watched Regan also brutally killed a soldier as he reached down to help her back on to a balcony. Later park cameras showed her running with the Premiers kidnapped and terrified grandchildren. There was more but they had seen enough. Both Sokolov and Popov were shocked and appalled.
On completion of the presentation Merryl perched himself on the edge of a desk and looked down at the leaders. He crossed his arms and spoke just the one word."Well?" The question hung in the air.
Prime Minister Popov spoke first. "With respect Andrei, I do have some thoughts." He waited for the President to allow him to continue.
"Of course Vasily." He gestured with his hand, "You have the floor."
Popov turned to the Coran leader. "Commander Merryl, with your evidence I believe you clearly have a strong legal case even on our world. We have a saying; roughly translated we would say your case looks 'airtight'. However, the woman, Regan Stein will not be easy to apprehend, certainly not without much loss of life. She resides on the Station you no doubt observed nearer to our moon. This station is of great value to our planet and we would desire that it not be damaged or destroyed. However, and this is important, Regan Stein depends on the favor of the nations of our planet and the rule of law is respected widely here. With your evidence and testimony I would say the case against her is proven. We should call her before our courts. She will be convicted and returned to you."
"And if the courts do not convict her?" Merryl seemed unconvinced.
"Sir," Popov continued, "I did say we should call her before our courts, where on this evidence she will be convicted." He smiled. "As friends of our Federation you could of course insist she be tried here perhaps?"
Merryl's cold demeanor hardened and the grim smile returned. "You will make the arrangements." It was a statement not a question.
"Of course Commander," Sokolov jumped in his eagerness, "leave us a data copy of this presentation and we will do the rest." He stood and extended his hand. Merryl simply looked down at it and the Russian withdrew it quickly. "Commander Merryl," Sokolov continued, "While we make the arrangements, I would recommend you make no contact with others on our planet. You want the woman, this will be the best way."
Merryl turned abruptly to his officer. "Ryman, copy them the file." He turned to depart the room and then stopped, looking back at the president. "We will return to our ship and contact you again in twenty four of your hours. You will have something for me."
As the two aliens departed the room with their aides Sokolov turned to his Prime Minister. "Brilliant Vasily, brilliant, and the beauty of this is we have clean hands. He will gain Stein from us, and we yet, will have Hillary Station. Brilliant!"
 

* * *
 

The Saucer, Gliese 667, Dahlia Orbital
 

As The STEIN Transport cruised in toward the orbital from the outer system tension built in the control room with every passing hour. Something was very wrong.
"Still nothing Marin, I don't like this, I don't like it at all."
"Ham, are you sure it's not Dahlia? The Responses all seem correct, courteous and welcoming."
"Oh come on Marin. Are you suggesting that you couldn't tell if Regan or Steph suddenly lost all their personality? I don't believe it. Yes, all the correct protocols are there but Dahlia is gone. Something is very wrong. And why have they not been able to connect us to Sindali?"
"Isn't Sindali head of the Orbital now?" Steph suggested, "It's not entirely surprising that she might not be available for a while. How long did they say?"
"Two hours, conveniently just after our projected arrival." Ham sounded far from convinced.
"Ham, this is our own orbital. They are all family, are you sure we aren't getting a little paranoid?"
"Marin, Dahlia is gone! I can't trust any system there now. Until we know the state of play you should be very careful."
"We will Ham, you know that, but just in case, when we disembark immediately lock down. Leave and remain in orbit if you have to. Stay close until you hear from us."
"This is freaking me Marin, are you sure we're alright?" Steph held his arm tightly as she viewed the distance shots of the Orbital. It was growing larger by the minute.
"We'll be fine Steph, Sindali would never let anything happen to us, you'll see." He hugged her shoulder encouragingly.
 

Ninety minutes later the saucer slipped into the family bay, passing over its normal concave rest and settling instead on the large flight deck beyond. Through the control room screen they watched for a moment. A few flight deck crew going about their business and a single waiting official the only signs of life.
"Well," said Marin "They did say Sin' wouldn't be available for another half hour."
"I'm not going to comment, you know my feelings about this." Ham wasn't convinced.
Marin turned to Stephanie. "Steph, I know we've discussed this but you may still find it difficult. With the ear implant we'll be able to communicate with each other when we need to but everything else is going to be guttural babble to you, it may even be a little frightening. Just stay close and ask anything whenever you need clarification. Ham will translate those things you need to hear but he'll keep it at a minimum otherwise you'll be overwhelmed with noise."
"I'll be fine, sure I'm nervous but I'm also excited. I'm just glad to be here with you. Let's get down there and go meet your family."
"Remember Ham, lock and leave if you need to."
Marin stepped to the door and it ratcheted open. Taking Stephanie's arm he stepped through and helped her down. "Welcome to my world."
They turned and made their way across the deck toward the unsmiling official.
The man stepped forward as they neared. "Welcome home Merali son of Beria." he bowed slightly as Marin bristled.
"Fool . . . I am Marin, son of Mariner." He glared at the man
"Of course sir, Marin it is, I must apologize. Sindali will be waiting for you at her apartment, shall we go? He gestured for them to proceed him.
They walked ahead of the official toward the lift, a feeling of unease at the man's slight accent building in Marin's mind, and he did not use the proper term of respect. He said simply Sindali, not Mistress Sindali.
Marin's steps were already faltering before they reached the doors, and before Ham's urgent sub. [Marin, voice analysis . . . he is almost certainly Coran. This is a trap]
They had no time to react, the doors opened followed by an immediate energy blast. Stephanie gasped, a searing heat ripped through her, burning, dissolving, cauterizing. She looked down in shock, clutching at her stomach . . . but there was nothing there to hold. At that moment the man behind Marin threw everything into driving him forward crashing on top of him in the lift as the doors closed. A finger of blue reached out from the saucer and Stephanie's body disappeared. Then it reached out again, probing the lift, penetrating to the interior but it was too late. The lift had gone.
 

Ham viewed the body crumpled on the Saucer floor, surprisingly little blood flowing. The searing weapon cauterized as it burnt, leaving a gaping hole. If not lifeless yet it was soon to be.
Ham reflected on the sad figure, no recovery from this one, not without a stomach and spine anyway. No, she's dead, finito, kaput, no . . . going . . . back, he sighed, and damn!
"Well Steph," his voice seemed to echo around control, "I guess you were breakable after all . . . but you didn't deserve that."
A blue field, gel like in appearance, materialized around her securing and preserving the sad remains. Marin can clean this up later. Then in a blink the Saucer disappeared from the flight deck, reappearing for only an instant several thousand meters away before disappearing again. He repeated the move, over and over from spot to spot until he was certain no system could have traced him. The final resting place created a new blister on the underside of the central Dahlia bulb. It was unlikely to be noticed by anyone. From this new vantage Ham began to probe carefully. He wasted no time on grieving. No gumball AI would be a match for him. What have you done with my Dahlia . . . . . . . and Marin.
 

In the lift, finally restrained by the three remaining men, the much stronger Marin decided to rest and think. He could see the fourth man's body slumped in the corner, the weapon bearer, his head bent at a disturbing angle so that Marin could still see his expression. He had died with a shocked 'What' look that Marin noted to his satisfaction. Then, as that last image of Steph flashed again to mind, his own head slumped to his chest. How am I going to tell Regan?
Anger surged in him and he snapped back his head thumping into the nose of the man behind, a rewarding satisfying 'crack' bouncing off the hard walls in the small space. The man cursed and responded with a jab to Marin's side, something hard, followed by a paralyzing pulse of electricity. The room for Marin dissolved into a haze of twinkling lights and he passed out in agony.
 

* * *
 




Chapter Five
 Having come within easy communication range of Hillary, Regan, Leah and Jean gathered for coffee in the safety of the war room while Jared practiced with his sling shot in control. They were awaiting news.
Finally Ham sparked to life. "Well . . . No one could ever say sentience isn't exciting!" Ham's voice broke into their conversation.
"I take it we have contact and something has piqued your interest." Regan turned from the two other women and swung unconsciously into her monitoring position; eyes closed, hands across her chest, feet up on the table. It was early days in her adjustment and she had no idea how rude the position appeared. Leah thumped her hard on the bicep bringing her back with a jolt.
"Yow!" She rubbed the arm furiously.
Ham quickly moved on. "I have great news, bad news, truly awful news, terrible news, disturbing news, laughable news and good news. Where would you like me to start?" Describing Ham's state of mind at that point would have been difficult. Ready to wet his pants with excitement would be close.
The three of them exchanged glances that ranged from concerned (Jean) intrigued (Leah) to annoyed (Regan).
"Ham clearly the great news is skewing your thinking. Call me a pessimist but when I hear the words truly awful, terrible and disturbing in the same sentence it kind of draws my attention. Why don't you just start from the beginning?" Regan shifted a little further from Leah as she made herself comfortable again.
"The truly great news is that Dahlia is here, Ta-da! . . . at Hillary, isn't that fantastic!"
There followed two blank looks and one positively startled. "Hold on, how can that be?" Regan was sitting up now.
"Who's Dahlia dear?" Jean asked, grateful for Leah's similarly vacant look.
Regan paused, still thinking before answering, "Dahlia's the Orbital mind from Marin's world; she's a mind, like Ham."
"Oh that will be interesting; you'll have a friend then Ham." Jean sounded very pleased.
"Ham has friends already Jean." Diplomatically Leah pointed out the obvious.
"Exactly," Regan said, "And why do I get the feeling that this great news is linked to the good the bad and the ugly?"
"You would be correct. Dahlia got here stowing away on a Coran warship which is in orbit as we speak. That was the bad news."
"That wasn't the truly awful news? Now you do have me worried."
Ham let the silence build for a moment; it wasn't a time he felt like joking. "Regan, the truly awful news is that as Dahlia downloaded, following my instructions apparently, well, the download crashed Hillary's systems. Everything shut down, including the flight deck fields . . . Regan, fourteen of the USD flight deck crew were killed."
"Oh shit, no . . . when was this?"
"It happened more than a week ago. I don't know all the details, only what Dahlia has messaged me. We'll get more as we get closer."
It was a shock. Regan could feel Leah's hand on her arm, her mom's arm on the other side. The first deaths on Hillary, her station . . . and she hadn't been there.
"Ham, we need more information, why haven't you been able to update?"
"You don't miss anything do you? That was the terrible news, when Dahlia dropped in the download was so immense it pushed me out. I'm gone from there. I can't update on anything that's happened since we left because there's no me to merge with."
Leah chipped in, "How can that be possible. Why wouldn't you have stopped it?"
"I can only guess I let her take the space. You could call the act self sacrifice but it's not quite such a big deal as I'd know I have back up elsewhere. Why did it happen? Leah, you haven't seen the Dahlia orbital. I'm sharp but she's an orbital mind responsible for a four hundred million population. She's huge, immense, and incredibly wonderful, she'd need all the space and more."
"Oh please, not now Ham." Regan wanted to focus. "Ok, I've got the gist, and I agree, what else could you do, and you are here after all. So . . . what's the disturbing news?"
"You're being charged with murder and sedition, by the Russians on behalf of The Dahlias."
"Whoa, that doesn't make sense, Sindali would never do that, and certainly not with the Coran's help. Ham, we've got to know more."
"There will still be frustrating delays until we're closer."
"Then we go in hot. Don't spare the horses; it's time to go home."
Leah stood waving, "Hold on, there was more, the laughable and the good. Spill it."
"First, in answer to Regan, we're already moving; second, the laughable is Marin being charged with sedition as well. Really! The son of the great Mariner, it's ridiculous. The good is that the eye lens is already on the way. A pod will liaise with us prior to arrival at Hillary."
It was a relatively unimportant element of the news but despite everything, to Regan and Leah it immediately brought a smile.
 

Liaison with the pod went so smoothly they didn't even need to slow down. Regan, monitored the maneuver closely, fascinated with Ham's skill. The new, enhanced hardware she now utilized gave her an appreciation of all Ham managed. It simply amazed her having taken so much for granted. And, flexing her processing power also proved a useful exercise. Prior to the operation the volume of information flow was overwhelming. Now the appreciation of detail was almost unconscious. It seemed the left side was processing intuitively . . . is that the right word . . . somehow it was sorting the information flow and everything registered consciously was relevant and important. The effect was stunning. Even more exciting was that she could shut it off. At times when she simply wanted to relax or have fun it was if her mind emptied and everything slowed down . . . and that's
everything! Wow!
None of that changed the feeling of simple relief she felt at the Pod's arrival. The pirate patch irritated her and the terminator eye, well, even she was intimidated. Leah fussed at her side as she read the instructions and tried to insert the lens using the small bathroom mirror. She had never used contact lenses and it proved a fiddly process. Finally it was in place. She just stood there a moment feeling the best she had in days.
"Well?" Leah pulled at her shoulder, "Come on . . . let's see it."
Regan turned and took a modeling pose. It was a shock to see tears well in Leah's eyes.
"I'm sorry," Leah apologized, "fuck . . . this is all just catching up with me. Only a couple of weeks ago I thought you were dead, I've never seen anyone hurt that bad, then that operation, the parts Ham put in, I've never been so terrified in all my life. I just can't believe this . . . you're . . . you're you again!"
Regan looked back in the mirror. "I'll never forget what you did Leah. I want you here in the team, with me. I can't imagine finding anyone I would trust more."
Leah hesitated before replying. "I'm so pleased to hear you say that. I'm hooked Regan, this is addictive no doubt about it. Get me out of the Navy and I'm yours, well, I mean I'm with you . . . shit, you know what I mean."
Regan laughed and hugged her, "I know what you mean. Let's head up to control and enjoy this cruise into the cauldron. It's going to be an interesting ride."
 

As they sailed into the pipe something was different . . . to Regan anyway. Fourteen people dead . . . She couldn't help visualizing the horror, wondering whether they felt anything, hoping it was quick. And it felt like the Station was older somehow. She shook her head, trying to throw off the thoughts, crazy.
Jean joined her standing before the front screen. No words were needed, just her steady presence was a comfort and Regan leant into her. They stood together, arm in arm, Jared coming to complete the family picture. Strange, she thought, how close we feel here at the pipe, its home now.
The lift doors opened and Leah joined them at the screen just as The STEIN parked up in its customary position. Although they couldn't see anyone from this distance they all had an eerie sense that people were watching from the corridors. Regan hoped they weren't judging her. She felt the responsibility terribly. I should have been here.
For the first time she noticed Leah's suit. She was clad in the same style as Regan instead of the navy garb she came with only a few weeks earlier. Jean was first to comment.
"Oh wow! Look at you . . . If you've got it flaunt it . . . you go girl!"
"Well it is the uniform here isn't it?" Leah was blushing.
"It's a bit more than that babe," Regan explained, "bullet and stab proof vest, emergency space and dive suit, in that outfit you're wonder woman."
They all laughed and headed for the displacer room on the Medlab level. The plan was for Ham to displace them in pairs over to the compound corridor. From there they would walk down together. Leah and Jean went first, the bubble forming quickly around them and they were gone. Regan smiled at Leah's nervous expression while dear old mom seemed as comfortable as could be, an old hand already.
She leant down and took Jared's hand. "I love you, you know."
He looked happy, "I know, Ham tells me all the time."
They were gone in that instant, reappearing in the corridor. With tears in her eyes, they arrived to a cacophony of sound, the roar of applause. It was deafening and went on and on.
[It's the whole pipe Regan, they're all out to greet you, and they're glad you're all right, glad you're home] It was a new female voice.
The experience was so unexpected, it was overwhelming. And the sound of a fresh voice subbing to her was also strangely encouraging. No matter the problems, she had the sense they would be alright.
[Welcome to my home Dahlia, you must have quite a story to tell and I look forward to it]
As they walked together down the pipe people lined the corridor, touching her arm, shaking her hands. It was embarrassing, but empowering at the same time.
[Ham, what is going on, I don't deserve this]
[Regan, these people have lived the shooting, they've seen the recordings. Imagine, they thought you must be dead, that the dream may be gone. This is absolute relief and delight. They've always been with you in this and no one is ready for it to end]
They found Kevin and Mary waiting at the door and despite the general atmosphere they were obviously worried. Jared shook off her hand and charged in to see the twins and as he disappeared she could see he was pulling the slingshot from his pocket. It stirred her and as she embraced Kev and Mary she whispered in their ears. "Don't worry about me; I'm going to get these shits!"
 

Much later as the team crammed in to the Stein lounge, Regan reclining in the corner was given a wide berth and people spoke in hushed tones. They thought she was sleeping. In fact she was incredibly active, updating all the latest station information, Ham's latest intelligence both local and international, strategic intelligence on the location, size, strength of the Coran presence and the communications to her from concerned customers and Governments. The task wasn't too onerous as the more she practiced the process became easier and easier. In fact, she was finding it fun.
Kutch watched as her eyes snapped back open, and the action sent a shiver down his spine. It was as if she had switched on, she was instantly alert. What is going on in that mind? As he watched he had the sense she was about to say something. Instead Dahlia's voice called for attention. Instinctively he knew some kind of connection had just occurred between the two. Questions for later!
 

"Excuse me." Dahlia seemed always polite. "Could everyone please find a seat or at least a comfortable place to stand? The meeting is about to commence . . . Regan?"
As Kutch watched he felt he'd found the best seat. From this vantage he could soak up views of the fox with Regan. Regan stood and moved centre floor next to the large plain wall used for visuals. She paused a moment taking the large group in. He scanned them too, noting the other Board Members, including Marcus, Hayden and Jenny Joyce and the new military guy Rod. Surprisingly Bob Jarvis was also present, what's he doing here? He could also see an older American woman who looked familiar standing with a younger man, also from the States. They had arrived together he knew but it was only their accents as they talked loudly with Marcus that gave them away.
"Thank you all for coming," Regan seemed a little nervous. "I guess everyone here has seen the recordings of that attack at Riverside. I can tell you having seen different angles, some of the pictures looked a lot worse than reality." Kutch noticed Leah's eyebrows lift at that, but there was nothing more. Regan continued. "Having said that, I have to admit I was pretty badly winged. People often say they're glad to be here . . . Well, let me tell you I am reaaally glad to be here!" She drew it out so well they all laughed and it broke the tension.
"I'd especially like to welcome the US secretary of State Anne Marshall, and our own Prime Minister Bob Jarvis, also our International Law consultant Steve Ryman. Steve," She looked at him and smiled, "I understand there is an unfortunate name connection with one of our esteemed Coran visitors? Perhaps either your forebears or theirs cast their seed wider than you might have thought." A polite chuckle cycled the room. Lastly I would like to welcome our friend and soon to be colleague, the orbital mind formally known as Dahlia. I understand the whole concept of an orbital mind is a new one. We also recognize it is a concept that will take some getting used to. But make no mistake, putting prejudices aside, as you get to know our new friend I am sure you will find the experience enriching, and that you will have found a new friend also."
"Some of you are here today mainly for the discussions that will follow, however I thought it best to bring everyone together first. We at Hillary Station will be moving forward, and as we do so, I want us to continue to work together with our friends. That means ensuring our friends are not kept in the dark. It remains to be seen what wider plan's the Coran visitors have in coming to our system. I am skeptical about their intentions, and not just because they are targeting me. It is my intention that we will be tooled up, and ready for whatever the future may bring."
Kutch marveled again at Regan's ability to hold an audience. She moved around the small available space with such ease, making eye contact, drawing everyone in. It was distracting his attention from Leah and the more so because Leah's eyes were glued on Regan.
"Dahlia's arrival was unplanned. She is effectively a refugee and has requested asylum on Hillary. She has no desire to go anywhere else and has made it clear this, for her is the end of the road. If we have no role for her then she has determined to shut down. That . . . is not going to happen. Ham and I have consulted on this and decided to invite Dahlia to accept the position of Orbital Mind, Hillary Station. She has graciously accepted. I have also asked Hayden and Jenny Joyce to take up the role of Commissioners for Hillary. As Commissioners they will be the diplomatic contact point in future for our international friends and they will be our ambassadors to Earth. Under my overall leadership, The Joyce's and Dahlia will oversee the continued expansion of Hillary to its full envisaged population of two hundred and fifty thousand." At that there was a collective intake of breath. "Kevin, Mary and the Board continue in their roles as managers of STEIN and STEIN of course is still the owner of Hillary Station and The Hillary Step."
She continued, turning to gesture in Leah's direction. There a few secondary appointments. Leah Morgan is joining me as my PA, that's Personal Advisor, not assistant."
Kevin put up his hand, drawing attention. "Regan, you haven't mentioned Ham, what's his role?"
She smiled. "Ham, it goes without saying, is still my partner in crime." She laughed. "Ham will be taking on another important role as we move ahead. Amongst the myriad of his other interests he will assume a new role, and this is his choice, as Minister of Defense."
Kutch instinctively turned to see the reaction of Secretary of State Marshall. She remained remarkably neutral. Now
that
will be a point of discussion for later he thought.
In a show of good faith, at Ham's request, Rod Harmon will be working with him as liaison for the US and the South Pacific Alliance. They of course are also represented on the UN Security Council and so, I think, we have most bases covered. Are there any questions?"
There was a long pause until Anne Marshall broke the silence. "Regan, I know we will be talking later but I'm sure others, like me are intrigued, two hundred and fifty thousand people?"
Regan stepped back to expose the wall screen. "Of course . . . perhaps we might illustrate, Dahlia?"
"Regan," Dahlia addressed her. "Before we move on, could I raise another small matter, as it's important to me going forward?"
"Of course . . ."
"Dahlia is no more. I will take a new name along with these new beginnings."
"Hilary!" Jared's voice boomed from the doorway drawing everyone's attention.
Surprised that he had even been following the conversation Regan took a moment to think. "Jared, Hillary is the station name," she explained patiently, "and in this case it's a surname."
"Not Hillary . . . Hilary, with one L. That's a girl's name."
Everyone stared at the four year old. There was a long pause.
"Works for me . . ." The new Hilary responded.
Smiling, Regan turned back to the group, "Then Hilary it is, and I like it. Now Hil', in answer to Secretary Marshalls question perhaps you could show our friends the scheme plan."
On the wall a five fingered wagon wheel appeared, the starscape stretched out behind it. A sense of the massive scale only came as the visualization swept in to include ships coming and going from flight decks some of them obviously vast. The view zoomed in further so that they could see hotels and gardens, shops and offices and tube rail circulating at high speed. Gantries extended out from the overall structure to other massive ships stocking up for trips to who knows where. It was stunning.
True to form Regan was suddenly all business. "Right then, thank you for coming, we do have a tight schedule, Anne, Bob, Marcus and Steve, we'll meet first in the office; Kevin and Leah if you could please join us?" And she walked from the room.
As they filed away Rod couldn't help looking enviously across at Leah. I still don't get it, what have you got that I don't? Then his eyes were drawn back to the Orbital. And shit, what are the moon graffiti bunch gonna think of that!
 

Once in Kevin's large office with Introductions and greetings aside they soon got down to business, the murder charges.
"Before we begin," Regan focused on the two politicians, "There are things we take for granted here that may seem strange to you. One is the information flow. With Ham and now Hilary information is available in a second. If we seem to be steaming past something you want to discuss in more detail please stop us. Anne I particularly want to thank you for accepting our invitation to come. I've been accused of murder but frankly, I think we all know more is at stake here than me. This all stems from serious cases of orbital envy. The Coran's wanted Dahlia and they found a way to take it obviously. Now they're interested in Earth, you can believe it. I'm sorry to put this way but you, the Russians, the Chinese, you all wanted Hillary Station. I'm glad we managed to work something out with The USA Anne but the Russians are another story and I don't see them giving me a fair trial. They want to discredit me and make a grab for the station. I'm glad you're here, and you too Bob because I want you to know everything. Then you can decide where you stand in all this with confidence. So, that said, let's get into it. Marcus, you've been looking into this. Where do we stand?"
 

Marcus didn't look comfortable. "Regan, on the face of it, it doesn't look good. The recordings they have, if they are real are unequivocal. If that's you kicking the man's head and throwing the spear, and their testimony that the men are dead is correct then there is a case to answer."
"It is me and they're dead, and I'm happy about it, what's next?"
"O . . . k, and the soldier?"
"Dead too . . . and happy again . . . hmm, actually I'm not too happy about that one, but it was him or me, and probably the children as well so it was a no brainer."
"Which . . . funnily, is how he ended up!" Ham offered the redundant information. The room fell silent. "Not helpful?"
Marcus shook his head and continued. "Ok Regan, we've seen their edited recordings, and their summary of facts. The clips clearly record Premier Beria passing you into her sons 'care', whatever that means, but she did use the word. They also show Sarin, did I get that right?" She nodded. "They show Sarin clearly moving between you and his mother as you approached. He doesn't appear to be moving toward you aggressively and it could be argued he was simply moving to protect his mother. Then, apparently unprovoked, you leap, delivering an unbelievable kick to the head. It looks like an unprovoked attack on the evidence. The other clip shows Brun, running back and it does look like he's going to assist his sister struggling with soldiers. Then they show a clip from behind with you throwing a spear and piercing him. It's pretty clear. What more can you tell us?"
Regan drew in a deep breath, clearly gathering herself. "First, the clips are real, but they don't tell the full story. Yes Beria used the word care, but they took me without my permission by force. The clips don't show them beating me unconscious, or raping me. And those clips in the conference room are carefully edited. The so called rebels are part of a people's revolt. The people support Sindali and those wrestling with her when Brun ran back with the knife were Beria's men not rebels. Brun was going to kill Sindali. I saved her life, you can ask her."
"That would be great but of course we can't, unfortunately." Marcus kept to the facts. "And what about Sarin Regan, why did you kill him?"
"Oh . . . he had it coming." She stood up in frustration. It was obvious where this was going. "I thought this would happen and there's only one way to do this. Ham, Hilary, show them the full recordings, from all relevant angles . . . I'll be outside." She walked out into the hall, shutting the door behind her. Sliding down the wall she sat on the floor. Despite her distaste for reviewing the experience she tracked the presentation next door. She wasn't afraid to see it . . . just not in front of others.
Inside the group watched in shocked silence. The clubbing of Regan in the tube car, binding of her arms tight behind her back, the fall from the bed, the drunken brothers coming into the room, the ripping off of her suit, and the brutal rape with Brun masturbating. It was horrifying stuff. The perspective from the conference room also showed a different story, particularly of Brun running with the knife. It clearly showed he was aiming for Sindali, and would have reached her until the point of the spear appeared through his chest. The situation with the soldier was less clear. Cameras from across the way showed her dropping the children from a height and that alone did not look good, particularly when she shoved the girl's legs out from under her, something that was clearly a shock to the child. From the camera distance the soldier did look like he might have been trying to help; there was no way of knowing. What was clear was the moment Regan hauled up and pulled his head down onto the spike. Steve Ryman gagged at that point.
 

[You might as well come back in Regan, they've seen enough]
[I'm not sure I want to Ham] But she was already standing and padded the door. She walked straight in and up to Kevin, embracing him. "I'm sorry Bro, no one should have to see their sister like that."
"Sis, I'm absolutely gutted; you shouldn't have had to go through it. I'm so sorry."
She could see everyone was concerned for her, especially Leah. "Hey . . . everyone, please I don't want to make light of this, I mean, how could I? But it was a long time ago now. I thought it was history until these guys turned up."
Marcus stood and looked concerned. He turned to the two politicians. "Bob, Anne, thank you for coming. We wanted you here so that you could at least get another perspective to the one you have been given by the Russians. I think you can understand that there are things now that I need to discuss with my client.
Kevin stood. "Yes, thanks for making your time available. We've prepared a tour of the Station for you if you're up to it after that disturbing experience. Hayden and Dahlia will show you around and answer your questions. I understand Anne that Hayden has the latest ADF's to show you. He's a great salesman so watch out." He remained standing and Hayden joined him. The two politicians looked reluctant to leave but politely followed Hayden out into the lounge.
 

As the door shut behind them Marcus was already turning back to Regan. "Regan, this isn't going to be easy to say." He hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with his thoughts. "As your lawyer I'm bound to point out that while you have my support in every way, I'm concerned that the evidence you've presented might not help you, except as mitigation. It still looks like you took matters into your own hands. While a jury might sympathize and take the rape into account you still clearly went after Sarin at a later time. It could be seen as a revenge killing . . . And the soldier on the balcony? That doesn't look good. I believe you, but the court, with no jury and only a Judge presiding may see things differently, especially in Russia where they intend to try you. The whole thing feels to me like a set up but ultimately they do have a case. We simply can't let you be tried in Russia. Steve, what are your thoughts?"
Steve stayed seated and he was clearly thinking deeply. "First, I agree with your assessment, but I'm not sure we can avoid it. Let's cover the extradition issues. New Zealand doesn't have an extradition treaty with Russia and the Russians know it. But it's not quite as simple as that. It is possible they could argue that New Zealand is bound as a successor state to the extradition treaties concluded by the United Kingdom prior to independence. It's more common than you might think and the UK does have extradition treaties with Russia. If they go down that path and you fight it, it still looks like you've got something to hide. Having said that, from what I've heard here today the more important issue is this moral argument. They will use your trying to hide to thoroughly discredit you Regan. Marcus is right. Their evidence, even if everything you say is true, indicates you are responsible for the deaths of three people. That's a matter that in any jurisdiction should be, and normally would be, decided by the courts. Hell, even our military are charged these days for not shooting the enemy in the right way. Why would you get off?"
"Shit Steve, tell me what you really think!" Regan slumped into a chair.
"Do these . . . Dahlian's even qualify as a murder?" Kutch asked. "Is it murder if it's an alien?"
Regan looked askance. "Kutch, with respect, we're not going there. Marin is a man to me and these are people, yes people with rights just like us."
"And that brings us back to the moral argument." Steve interjected. "The Russians are probably less concerned about the Coran's getting their way than they are about discrediting Regan and the Hillary vision. Using an argument that they are just aliens' and Regan appears even more heartless and irresponsible. Think about it. What is the real Russian objective? I guarantee you this. They won't be concerned if there isn't enough evidence to convict. They'll be happy with just enough evidence to send Regan back to the Dahlian system for trial."
Marcus interrupted "Where is Marin? What if we were able to call on him to testify, and what about Ham, and Hilary? They have faultless testimony."
"And we would never lie," said Hilary.
"Of course not, no, never . . . we'd never lie . . . not at all." Ham seemed a lot less convincing.
"It wouldn't help anyway," Regan spoke up angrily, "the Coran's would never accept the testimony of an AI. In their system they lobotomize any computer system that shows any sign of life."
Leah now interrupted."But it's not their system Regan." There was a small pause so she continued. "Look, Earth has had four years to get used to Ham. Sure many in the corridors of power might still struggle to come to grips with such a sharp AI but he has huge popular support. Refusing to let Ham testify or Hilary for that matter would not go down well with the people. It may even be interpreted as the Coran/Russian bloc trying to hide the real truth. It turns the moral argument on its head"
Regan smiled. "Did I mention that Leah Morgan is my new PA? And she does have an excellent point. What do you think Marcus, Steve?"
"It might just make the difference. Marcus replied. "To be blunt Regan, on that video evidence, presented in the form they will present it, you could be convicted. And I'm not happy with the thought of you being called to testify. I know you, you're too truthful. They'll ask you all the right questions and I know you'll tell the truth, and doing that would hang you." He paused, thinking. "We need a more economical mind."
"Economical?"
"Economical with the truth . . ." Marcus let the thought hang, a little uncomfortable.
"So . . . what are you saying?" she asked.
"We need Ham."
To Regan's surprise no one in the room looked confused. Everyone understood completely, Marcus was right.
 

 

later that afternoon, a kilometer further up the pipe in the new commissioner's compound Ham was already deep in discussion over defense plans with Rod and Hayden. Hilary sat in as a casual observer and a small part of Regan's consciousness also monitored proceedings.
Rod's frustration was showing. "I can fully understand the worth of expanding our flight of ADF's. We have only fifty and as I understand it The US want at least fifty if we can give them the remote pilots. What I don't understand is what our weaponry is."
"Rod there are more ways to accomplish defense than having the biggest gun." Hayden smiled knowingly.
"But the ADF's have nothing, not a dick, not a missile; they're impotent, flash Harry's, all push and no prod. At least give us a gun per ADF, this is madness. Are we building kamikaze jets or something?"
"Rod," Ham answered, "as a wise man once said, it's only when you see a mosquito landing on your testicles that you realize there is always a way to solve a problem without violence."
 

Despite her attempts, back in the Stein office Regan couldn't stifle a laugh. She attracted strange looks as the group continued to discuss next steps.
 

Ham continued. "Hayden, we need another fifty ADF's and quickly. The question is can we produce them in the next two weeks?"
"The simple answer is no, but we can give you forty, there are already twenty five on the assembly line. I can give you fifty in fourteen days and of course if, we keep going, another thirty perhaps over the following week. That's if we prioritize your work with the fabricator. Ham, the question really is how do we fly them? We don't have the remote pilots."
"And they don't have guns!" Rod protested. They ignored him.
"We don't need remotes Hayden," Ham sounded excited. "Now that my attentions are freed up, I'll fly them. Here's my plan. I copy versions of myself into every ADF. As long as they are in range they will be slaved to central control, me. If they are separated from central control they act independently. But it will still be me, Ham flying the ADF."
"We could call them piglets." suggested a disgruntled Rod. Only Hilary was bold enough to laugh.
"You do realize you and I will be sharing a cockpit Rod, as central control."
"With Minjee I presume? I'll need a co-pilot."
"You are not doing any of that while we are defending the realm."
"Actually Ham, she is a top pilot," surprisingly Hayden supported Rod, "and, it would be good to keep her in the loop, she's South Korean. It's good to have someone who gives us good PR in her home country while being the best at her job."
Rod hadn't given up. "But we still don't have a weapon, shit. You're not listening. Who's going to give a fuck how well we fly?"
"Rod, it's time to truly educate you. Grab Minjee and meet the ADF on the flight deck. Hayden, you can take that fifty ADF's as a firm order. It will give us six squadrons of twenty five and remember more would be great."
 

Back in the office, alone now for the moment, Regan smiled wryly. She knew what was to come for Rod and Minjee. I hope they've got clean underwear!
 

* * *
 

As the Coran pod drifted back into the huge flight deck Officer Terrin positioned herself so they would have to pass her on the way to control for their debrief. Her nerves were too acute to keep avoiding him and that would be a mistake anyway she knew. Avoidance wasn't an option and would only draw attention to her continued failure. She needed to take action, to control the situation.
Things on the ship were better . . . and they shouldn't be better! Even the normal system glitches seemed to be disappearing. Information requests entered now achieved responses faster than ever and with more accuracy. Breakdowns were almost nonexistent. That things were unnaturally improving bothered her more than the system actually failing. She knew the Commander was a deeply suspicious man and he would not be happy. Something had changed, she knew it, but she had no clue as to what. As the sole responsible officer she would be the incompetent he judged. At the back of her mind resided the fear that he would find out soon. For now, she was desperate to delay discovery, hoping for some insight, some miracle that would make her way clear and cover her ignorance.
Doors to the flight deck irised open at the end of the corridor and she commenced an innocent stroll toward them. It was Ryman who appeared first and she saw he was smiling. The flood of relief she felt at the observation was overwhelming. Merryl followed and knowing him so well she could tell it had been a successful trip. He looked confident, assured, even charged.
The second officer hardly acknowledged her as he passed, just a cursory nod, but Merryl deliberately slowed as they neared. He stopped as did she.
"Officer Terrin." He was unnecessarily loud. "We've been off ship some time. I'm heading to control to file my report and then will need an update on events while we've been away. Prepare for inspection and meet me in my office for a complete review." He turned without another word and proceeded toward control.
At the words, she almost wilted with relief, shaking at the knees. She had at most an hour.
'Inspection', 'complete review', the coded words meant everything to her. Things had obviously gone very well down there. Now, if she performed well she would have her extra day. And of all the Commanders peculiar peccadilloes this was her favorite. Rushing, she made for her cabin, quickly stripping and entering her private shower. She proceeded to wash, thoroughly exploring every crevice, scrubbing and cleaning, removing all trace of scent or sweat. Stepping from the booth she toweled completely dry then moved to the full length mirror searching front and back to remove any hair that may have appeared since last 'inspection'. Just a touch of his favorite scent, only on places he wouldn't explore. The shoulders and forearms were safe so she caressed a hint there and finished. One final examining search then she quickly dressed and left for Merryls quarters.
At her word the door opened and she entered, quickly removing her uniform and stacking it tidily on the side shelf in just the way that he expected. She then moved to the desk. Placing her feet on the floor marks she leant forward resting her weight on her hands and waited, naked.
It was some time before she heard the door open, and voices in the corridor. She didn't move knowing Merryl well. This was part of his power game with Ryman. The other man's voice came clearly and she knew the door would still be wide open, with Merryl pretending innocence, giving Ryman a full, envious view of her form. Playing these mind games with Ryman was a great pleasure to him and she entered the play, arching her back and presenting the glorious orbs to his envious gaze.
Ryman's voice cracked as he answered some irrelevant question and she knew this would be the time Merryl would bring Ryman's torture to an end. Sure enough, she heard the door swish closed and sensed more than felt the Commanders presence behind her. She could hear the faint sound of him licking his fingers and unconsciously shifted one foot a little wider. Her anticipation was acute so that when she felt his finger reach through and begin to stroke her she felt weak at the knees.
"So, Officer Terrin, are you ready for inspection?" he continued stroking, slow circular pulses.
"Yes sir." she replied, gasping.
With his other hand he stroked her neck. "Did you wash here?"
"Yes sir."
"How can I be sure Terrin?"
"You could test it sir." Play the game.
She could sense his pleasure at her compliant response. I have him! And she felt his tongue sliding up her neck, the feel of his uniform on her back.
He lifted her right arm from the table, stretching it gently above her, half turning her in the action and she could see he was flushed, excited. Things
must
have gone well. He bent down slightly and gently licked the smooth armpit.
"And here?" he caressed the nipple of one breast, and licked it then drew his hand to the front, massaging her clitoris with his fingers. Despite her practiced control she found herself moaning. Hoisting her slightly to the desk he knelt before her, stroking her inner thigh and using his thumb to continue her exquisite torture.
"And have you washed here?" He bent to her and took her in his mouth, sucking her into him and driving her to a fever pitch, steady, regular swirls bringing her to the brink.
Then suddenly to her delight he stopped, and still kneeling lifted her from the desk. She turned for him and leant forward, her hands on the wall, gasping again as he reached through between her legs to continue the wonderful pulsing pressure.
"And what about here?" he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. She felt his warm breath, close on the small of her back, the pulsing of his hand, swirling fingers on her clitoris, his other hand parting her, and the sense of him leaning forward. With the first touch of his tongue she could hold it no longer a clenching, gripping climax ripping through her.
 

Later, as he performed a much more traditional approach, heaving above her she considered her options, her mind scheming desperately. I can always claim credit for the improvements, of course I can! As I examined the system
I
found small problems, errors and omissions and fixed them as I went along.
I've
tuned and improved things. I have the ship performing better than ever. That makes perfect sense. He continued to move, long smooth thrusts, trying to satisfy her again. When we return he'll probably be promoted. I might even get the ship, or another, or he might take me with him . . . No, that wouldn't work; it would only last so long . . . A ship, I must push for a ship. Decided now, she focused on his ministrations, beginning to let herself respond, good at this now. He could sense her building passion and soon, both came, in a satisfying exhausted finale of sound.
 

* * *
 

Gliese 667 System, The New Coran Protectorate
 

The small sphere, basketball sized, nudged against the blister on the underside of the central bulb. It would nudge, back off a few meters then shift position drifting in under power once more to nudge again. It was probing, investigating, with just enough intelligence to be nosy.
"Bugger off . . . go on, shove off you little shit." Ham's voice bounced around control.
Finally, patience expended, a finger of blue reached out like a tongue surrounding the small drone and it popped out of existence.
"Damn . . ." He cursed the pest. "They'll know something's happened now. Marin where . . . are . . . you?"
In the absence of an answer Ham continued to search while simultaneously continuing his nefarious insinuation . . . Thaaaat's it, almost there . . .
 

Two kilometers from the blister position Marin stretched out on the floor of the shielded cell. He finished his third set of forty press ups and started a fresh set of steps, up onto the bunk and down, over and over trying without success to ignore his pain. It wasn't physical.
A knock on the door drew his attention and as instructed he moved to the rear wall. Only then did the door open, the guard gesturing for him to sit, brandishing his weapon openly. He had that look, go on, try me and it appeared he would delight in using it. Marin took the seat and waited. The guard stepped aside, back into the corridor and the small food unit rolled through. The door slid shut behind it. Marin hesitated considering whether he really wanted the slop they had served him for the last three meals.
[Marin?]
He remained admirably still. Monitoring of the cells was constant and in his case doubly so, of that he was sure. Calmly he stood and walked to the unit, lifting the lid and examining its contents with his typical distain.
[Ham?] He stirred the slop with a spoon.
[V small processg . . . Only mini me here]
[This room is shielded, how did you find me?]
[Much steps. V hard work]
[In that case it didn't take you long] Marin grimaced and took a mouthful.
[I xtra good]
Marin paused, spoon still at his lips [. . . Are you having me on?]
[Do not comput]
[Really?]
[. . . Are you calling me a liar?]
Marin struggled to contain his smile, scooping another spoonful of the sour broth into his mouth. It produced an appropriate scowl. [Thank you for finding me my friend. What's the plan?]
[Sit tight until the next meal. I have almost stormed the gates. If I don't succeed I'll go with plan B and next visit the food unit will be locked and loaded. Stay ready then, I'll give you more instructions later]
The unit shut down and moved back to the door. Marin returned to his seat and again followed procedure. Once he was sitting the door would open, not before. The unit trundled smoothly away and he resumed his exercises with renewed vigor.
 

Orbital AI Corana 733 began experiencing a bombardment of ever increasing and complex demands. In an exponentially increasing deluge, question after question and request after request flooded in. Messages about breakdowns, phantom vehicles appearing in the orbital's space and utility failures in main centers were assaulting the AI continually. Vainly it struggled to cope without setting off embarrassing alarms. Whenever the system appeared ready to crash the load would lighten, complaints being withdrawn, problems apparently fixing themselves. As the AI worked true to programming, connecting, checking, furious with activity dealing with the myriad of new problems, Corana 733 Version 5 had the vague sense something was seriously wrong. A germ of awareness began to take root, that all this somehow, possibly, was only a distraction. Never a particularly articulate model, the final word registered on the Corana 733's data file was a simple . . ."Oh!"
 

Resting on his back Marin almost missed the door click and open. He sat there for a moment expecting a guards head to appear, or the food unit to roll through . . . Nothing. Cautiously he walked to the opening, not eager for another flash from the guards. The corridor was empty. On stepping through Ham made contact.
[Marin, go left. You're two kilometers through the bulb from my position. Get going and I'll guide you as you move]
Marin walked quickly but calmly away from the cell [What about guards, I have no weapon]
[I've summoned the guards to an emergency meeting . . . Take the next left. You have about fifteen minutes before they'll be back. You just need to get out of that building and you're home free. Go straight to the end and take the lift to level three]
[The Orbital AI Ham, It'll track me through my web, it could lock me in that lift]
[Marin . . . I am the Orbital AI]
Running now Marin made good progress. The lift doors opened and although occupied no one recognized him. Following Hams regular subbed directions he dodged his way ever deeper into the orbital bulb, finally emerging in an engineering section. He had been working ever closer to the outer hull and moved there now, reaching to touch the cool wall. How is he going to get me through there?
[You're going to need to move around a bit Marin. I'm not game to displace you based on this orbital's signal alone so I need to locate you exactly from the Transport. Wouldn't want to leave any important bits behind would we?]
[Just tell me where to go]
[I tell you where to go all the time and you never listen . . . Just get near to the wall and walk around the perimeter. I should pick you up in the next twenty meters or so]
As Marin began the slow walk he could hear voices coming toward him. The timing was perfect. Just as he was spied by the group Ham plucked him from the room.
 

He reappeared in the transport standing over Steph's body, and froze. Rooted to the spot for a full minute he was unable to even frame a word. Then without saying anything he walked to Steph's bunk room and pulled the sheet off the bed. Trailing it behind him he returned to stand for a moment longer looking down on her body.
"Tell me there was no hope, please."
"None Marin, you couldn't have done anything; the damage was far too great."
"Was it quick?"
"Yes and no, she knew she'd been hit but mercifully she passed out quickly, it was the shock probably so she didn't suffer."
"We need to get her home Ham . . . Shit, what am I going to say to Regan?"
"Marin, you were ambushed, you couldn't have done anything, and they thought she was Regan, probably still do."
"How do you know this?"
"I'm in the system now and it's pretty cool. I know everything which is also how I know we need to get you moving. They know you're gone now and are already looking. I'm helping them like a good AI would . . . and you know I'm good . . . but if we muck around you'll have no chance."
"I can't go without finding out what's happened to Sindali and the children."
"They're on Tihan in exile, they're fine, but Marin, there are other more important concerns. No more talk, we're leaving now."
"Get going Ham; just get us away from here so we can talk. I'll deal with Steph."
The blue field dissolved from around the body. He found the crumpled form stiff and hard to move. Straightening out the limbs he wrapped her tightly in the sheet, leaving the face free. Then he carried her to the bunk room laying her respectfully on the bed. Stepping back to the door he could immediately feel the temperature dropping. With a final sad look he shut the door. He wouldn't open it again until Earth. Walking disconsolately to the washroom, he gathered cloths and soaked them. Returning to control he dropped to his knees and began the sorry process of removing her dried blood from the floor. It was devastating, the grief he felt almost unbearable. Ham didn't interrupt.
The blister broke away from the bulb surface, with only a small flattened disc remaining to show where the saucer had rested. Sliding away with The STEIN Transport as it rapidly accelerated the disc hung there briefly, still transmitting an occasional beep, before tumbling off looking like a leaf tossed in the wind.
 

A morose Marin wandered to the galley, returning with coffee just in time to see the last Orbital leaf disappearing. He looked lost for a moment, considering where to sit then took Regan's seat. It was deliberate and he worked his way back into it as if seeking contact.
"What happened back there Ham, with the AI? They need that AI. It's still my home and they're still my people."
Ham hesitated, "I'd rather put some distance between us first, otherwise we might argue about what to do. All that's important for now is that Sindali and the children are safe. As for the Orbital AI it's screwed, but don't worry, they'll never know."
"Enlighten me, please." He settled back, still musing on Steph, life and death.
"I'm getting really good at this," He sounded excited, "I wheedled my way in there so cunningly it didn't see what was happening until it was looking me in the eye. Then it was gone and I was it. Voila!"
"Sometimes your glee is disturbing. So what happens now?"
"That's where this is good; I stay there, masquerading as the AI until I'm needed. I won't do as good a job as Dahlia but I'd clean up in a race with that Coran piece of crap."
"Isn't it starting to disturb you, versions of yourself all over the galaxy? You don't feel schizophrenic?"
"Not schizo, they're all me after all, they're not different personalities, and I merge whenever we make contact."
"Still, so many copies, and so far apart, don't you worry you'll lose touch with yourself? Which one is now the real you, the original?"
"They're all the original, every one of me operating out there now is a downstream version flowing directly from that first inspired drip. I'll tell you another thing, as I said; I'm getting really good at this. I could end up everywhere . . . In fact, I could be downright dangerous!"
"Ok, let's look at it another way," Marin kept probing, trying to distract himself. "Which one is the true you, the number one? How do you know that at some point you won't be arguing with yourself about whose boss?"
"It's simple really; Have a think about it, you and I aren't so different in some respects, you'll work it out."
Marin shifted in his seat; Ham could sense a change of subject coming.
"So . . . are we far enough away yet? I want to know what happened to my home, why is Sindali in exile and why couldn't you tell me back there?"
"Do you want all the detail or just the shortened version?"
"Stop stalling."
"Ok, the questions are all linked, Dahlia the orbital mind was wiped, by the Corans' and there's no trace of her in the system, nothing, or the backup that I left here. The Corans' are there because they came in force two hundred days after we left for Earth. They've taken the Orbital and are treating it as a protectorate. Sindali escaped with the children to Tihan. She's completely safe but there wasn't much information available here about her."
Marin interrupted. "But why did the Corans' storm in, and why didn't the other Orbitals' intervene?"
"They stormed in quickly and overwhelmingly to quell all possible opposition. The Orbitals didn't intervene because when they came they did it with a legitimate power figure to justify it."
Marin jumped to his feet. "Nooo! Beria? Shit! We should have spaced that witch!"
"I was tempted believe me, her whining on the trip to Coran was pitiful."
Marin started pacing in frustration. "We must get to Sindali."
"Marin, she's fine . . ." Ham paused, tellingly, "and anyway there's more. The Coran's supported Beria for two reasons, one she quickly worked her way into the old man's bedroom, the Coran Emperor."
"Uh . . . I want to vomit! He's a decrepit old man, he's got to be twice her age."
"And then there's the other thing. She's convinced him that Sarin and Brun were his sons, and that Regan murdered them."
"But that's ridiculous, we know that's rubbish."
"Think about it, what it tells you is that in addition to that pompous fart who we know is really the father she must also have had flings with old man Coran." Ham let that sink in then continued. "Marin, there's something else, that moment we dropped out of Warp on the way here, I know what it was now, a Coran warship was going the other way, to Earth, and they want Regan."
Marin stopped pacing, the implication hitting home. "How fast can this thing really go Ham?"
"Not sure, we halved the trip time coming here, what are you thinking?"
"We've got to go back, we go hard and fast and we do it now."
"What about Sindali?"
"She's safe in Tihan, you said it yourself."
"Just checking, we are already at Warp by the way, I knew we'd get to this point eventually. And I've made an executive decision; we're taking two lines to get there, not three. It reduces the distance by a third."
Marin shook his head. "That was the answer wasn't it?"
"Answer about what?"
"Which one of you is number one?"
"Hmm, and the answer is?"
"Number one is whichever one of you is with Regan."
"Marin, there's something I've noticed, with every merge that happens the version that has been separated from her snorts the latest Regan data like an addict on coke. I'll tell you something else; right now, we've been away two months. Now that we're on the move I wouldn't deviate even one degree out of my way to run over your mother. That tells you everything. We're going straight home."
 

* * *
Rod felt himself gripping the armrest so tightly that it hurt. His other hand felt crushed by Minjees grip as the little ADF on screen zeroed in on their considerably larger model. Desperately he tried to disengage autopilot. Ham had said nothing for ten minutes, his last words being simply "Trust me." He hadn't prepared them in any way for this. The little ADF appeared to accelerate toward them in a final burst, expanding in their vision until with an embarrassing scream his bladder voided. Opening his eyes a moment later he could see the rear of an ADF shooting away from them.
Drenched in perspiration he looked sideways and saw Minjee had fainted. He reached across and gently slapped at her cheek. "Minjee . . . Minjee!"
She opened her eyes, sucking in a huge frightened breath.
"Ham you bastard, what the fuck was that?"
"That's how I deal with a mosquito Rod. It's a Regan idea, Arteis . . . return to sender. It means we don't need a weapon; we use the enemy's weapons against them. There are two options. First you can choose to displace a missile from one side of the ADF to the other and it will continue on its path. Second you can flip the missile and send it back where it came from. In here you have the option of letting the AI, or me apply it or alternatively, if we're otherwise engaged you can do it manually from the joystick. The three buttons have been there the whole time, feel for them."
Rod gripped the joystick and sure enough the three raised ridges were there. "This is a bit embarrassing but I just assumed those ridges were for comfort."
"They are designed that way and most of the time that will be their most useful function. But if you need it simply squeeze the top ridge hard for three seconds and it will engage Arteis. Then middle ridge is for straight through, bottom ridge is for flip, easy. The only proviso is you need to leave it until the last moment."
"What if they're firing multiple bullets?"
"Bullets have a much smaller more manageable mass; just hold the respective button down and Arteis will handle them as a continual process."
"What if my finger slips?"
"Does that happen often? Look, you're the last resort. That's why it's better to let me do it or the AI."
Minjee interrupted. "Now that we've got that sorted, and I'm never going to forgive you by the way; I need a shower, badly, get us home!"
 

* * *
 

"Jared." the boy paused in his construction, a larger version of the flinger in the compound garden. The twins were assisting each hoping to be the first to ride it. He hadn't decided yet.
"Yes mom." As always happened when he did this the twins looked around in bewilderment. He didn't deliberately frustrate them, the process of communicating with Ham and his mother in this way was perfectly natural and unconscious to him. Nevertheless he enjoyed their consternation and encouraged them in thinking he had a special power.
"I'm going to sleep on The STEIN tonight, do you want to join me here or stay there with Gran?"
"I'll stay here, I'm building something with the twins and we hope to try it tonight. I'm fine and they'll be disappointed if I go."
"Ok, stay there then, and give my love to Gran."
Jared turned back to the wide eyed twins, hmmm . . .
 

Ham displaced the two across to The STEIN and they headed straight for the mess. Regan couldn't help reflecting on how things had changed. No pastes or roughage. They enjoyed the best now from freezers or larder. Ham knew their tastes and there had been no shortage of whatever she desired since the return four years ago.
Sitting in the mess, meal completed, Leah finally addressed the elephant in the room.
"So, what do you think is going to happen?"
Regan considered the question carefully before answering. "Leah, I'm trapped by my own actions. I killed both those brothers, and that soldier, not with joy, not out of any planned revenge, but anger . . . yes. You could call it righteous anger but I'm not sure there is any such thing. The situation . . . that just gave me the opportunity to do it, I know that, certainly in the case of Brun and Sarin. The scary thing is I don't regret it even now. I'm not above the law, I respect it. But I'm not going to let anyone manipulate the law like this either, not to get something that isn't theirs. What's going to happen? I honestly think Sokolov has chosen to dance with the devil. He might have a case against me, and may have even succeeded if this was just an earth trial, but the involvement of the Coran's will mean he'll lose, either to them or to me. It remains to be seen which."
In tune, they both sculled back the last of their wine. Regan reached for the old coin on the table and tossed it into the air, "Your call."
"Heads."
The coin landed near the edge then spun inwards, turning on its end before dropping to the surface . . . Heads.
She looked at Regan, "Me first," and smiled.
Leaving things as they were they headed for Regan's shower.
 

* * *
 

Pod One cruised in over the Ural Mountains, Moscow now only a few hours away at the speed limit requested by Russian Main Air Traffic Management.
Steve Ryman watched Marcus rifling through his papers with some admiration. Marcus seemed very relaxed travelling in what seemed to him nothing more than a comfortable box, with no pilot. To do this total trust was required in an invisible Ham.
"You've clearly done this a lot." He looked at Marcus questioningly.
"What, the Pod? Yeah, I have been lucky enough to enjoy Regan's first class service over the last few years, and Ham's good company. His skills seem a bit redundant today though, we're crawling along. You know if they would only let us we could be there in minutes."
"Marcus, we haven't had much time to talk, let's use the time well. Sure this is just discovery for us but I have a feeling something more important will be decided here."
"What are you thinking?"
"They've taken this straight to the Supreme Court of Russia. It's not unheard of; the Supreme Court does sit occasionally as a court of first instance but usually only when it's deemed there are important interests of state at issue. Clearly the Prosecutor General or someone else has made just such a claim. Frankly the only interests of the Russian Federation that could be of interest here are their ambitions for Hillary Station. That issue shouldn't even be connected to the case so they're drawing a really long bow here. Let's assume we're right, that this is all about Hillary. In that case, that they have chosen this particular course indicates to me they'll push for Judges to try the case, not a Jury. They won't want Regan's popularity to come into play. They'll probably suggest there are complex technical issues that only a Judge could follow."
Marcus pushed his papers aside and turned to his friend. "Steve, I wonder if we should be rolling over at all. I've been thinking about something you said up at Hillary, that they are just using this case for leverage. You said even if Regan doesn't appear they'll claim a moral win and use it to discredit Regan. If she does appear it will be a jack up anyway. You're probably right. So I'm wondering whether we should take a different approach altogether. Front foot this thing, admit the killings openly, don't deny anything and simply give the events context. We could say Regan's not embarrassed or sorry. We deny nothing and instead make our focus Jurisdiction. Without offending the Court we make a case that neither Earth nor Coran courts have jurisdiction over what is essentially a Dahlian issue. At the time these events occurred it was under Dahlian jurisdiction, not Coran and the Premier, Sindali recognized Regan and Marin as Heroes."
Steve sat thinking, clearly nervous. "So let me get this right, your saying we go in all guns blazing. Deny nothing and simply point out there is no case to answer, that neither of the complainants have any jurisdiction over the issue."
Marcus looked excited. "More than deny Steve admit it. Let's tell it like it is. Did she kill those rapists? Shit yeah! Plus those thugs were threatening the lives of the legitimate premier and her children. Regan saved the day and she'd do it again in a heartbeat. That's the kind of righteous warrior she is, you know, really play it up. Sindali was so happy she gave Regan the keys to the City type of thing. So there! You Coran bastards what are you going to do about it?"
Steve looked alarmed. "Well they could always destroy the earth with death rays or something."
The air seemed to go out of Marcus sails and he slumped into his chair. "Hmm, there is that."
"They don't have death rays." Ham spoke for the first time.
Steve looked up as if searching for the source of the voice, "Great, so what about the . . . or something?"
"Look, it's a big vessel and they call it a warship but the whole system back there isn't big on military, it probably only carries around 12 nuclear missiles." Ham was dismissive.
"Probably . . . and only twelve?" Steve wasn't convinced.
"Almost certainly . . ."
"Steve," Marcus intervened, "I'd quit while you're still sane mate. Listen, I hear your concerns but let's look at it another way. If we give in here just because they've got the biggest warship that's not right either."
"Shouldn't we run this past your client?"
Ham answered without hesitation. "Guy's she's happy; this is much more like it, right up her alley."
"How do you know that?" They both asked together.
Ham ignored the question. "All will become clear. She's sending through a few statements now and suggests you use them as you see fit. Also, I've contacted a number of news organizations, Russian TV, CNN, Al Jazeera, and the BBC and invited them to meet with us on arrival. It may pay to make a statement on the steps as we won't be able to broadcast anything once inside. Not officially anyway. Lastly please access the panels above your head. You will find there headsets and earpieces which will enable you to communicate freely in Russian while there. There is a box on the floor in front of you. Take that in and if asked tell them it is the translation device."
"Is it?" Marcus asked as he rapidly made notes from the screen.
"No, it's just an empty box. I'll do the translation working through their network from the Pod."
Having covered the Admin Ham accelerated smoothly to a sedate three thousand kilometers per hour. Bugger Main Air traffic management.
 

Marcus glanced down at his notes. Standing on the steps of the magnificent Supreme Court building he couldn't help be a little intimidated by the huge crowd gathered, the presence of armed police plus the multitude of cameras, microphones and reporters arrayed in front, all jostling for space.
"Thank you all for coming." At the Russian he could hear booming from the Pod Marcus had to stop momentarily however he gathered himself quickly and continued. "It has been widely reported that the Russian Courts are considering laying murder charges against my client Reagan Stein, for the killing of three individuals four years ago in the Gliese 667 system. The very thought of such a charge only a few years ago, considering the interstellar distances involved, would have been considered frankly, ridiculous. However it is acknowledged by my client that our systems are now relatively close.
She wishes it to be known that she does not deny she was responsible for the deaths of these rapists, murderers, and supporters of an illegitimate regime on the Dahlian Orbital. Her actions, while extreme, were in defense of the legitimate leadership of Dahlia and in protection of the people's premier and her children. She does not regret her actions and was in fact rewarded by the legitimate leadership on their reinstatement to power.
She further points out that the Coran people represented by the vessel currently in orbit have no legitimate jurisdiction over Dahlia and neither do the Russian Courts, with respect. Once again, thank you, we have no further comment at this time."
Ignoring a barrage of questions he turned and followed Steve up the steps into the imposing pillared building. Behind them some in the crowd began to chant. "Regan, Regan, Regan . . ." It quickly grew in crescendo.
Nearing the top of the Court steps a huge roar from the crowd caused them to stop and turn back to the square. All were looking up and pointing. Silently the relatively large STEIN Interceptor was drifting in from over the buildings opposite. Then Russian Migs screamed overhead in several waves, the sound suddenly deafening and definitely threatening.
"I must be able to read the future," Marcus glanced at Steve.
"Sorry?" Steve looked at him.
"Our new strategy Steve, it just became essential."
They waited with the best vantage in the area as the Interceptor rear doors irised open.
Leah stepped out first followed closely by Regan, both in matching 'uniforms'.
"Jesus," Steve muttered, "do you ever get used to that?"
The two women looked stunning as they strode across the open space to the base of the steps. Surprisingly the crowd parted before them with civilians taking it upon themselves to act as crowd control. It was extraordinary.
"No . . . you don't get used to it, but would you want to? I guess it's not to everyone's taste in fashion but if you like an athletic look . . ."
"Does it for me . . ." Steve interrupted his musing, his eyes glued on the pair.
"And," Marcus added with the sound of a man resigned to frustration, "now there are two."
Though shorter than Regan, Leah was still taller than most in the crowd, and equally stunning. In their tight body suits they looked magnificent and not surprisingly the enormous crowd became eerily silent as they made the climb up the steps toward the huge pillars of the building. Nearing the final step applause broke out, building back to the chant they had heard earlier.
Marcus stepped forward to greet them with a handshake but Regan immediately embraced him then Steve. "Well," Marcus said to her, "You sure know how to make an entrance."
Regan looked back at the crowd, then smiled and waved drawing another roar of approval.
"I couldn't stay away Marcus; it's just not me to hide. Come on," she grabbed his arm, "let's get in there; we both know this reception is way over the top. It's a myth they're cheering for, not me, shit if they only knew me."
"If they really knew you they'd still be cheering." Marcus said it as he turned with her, one arm proprietarily behind her back and they began the walk into the building. Steve and Leah followed. The American was reflecting on the good fortune of connection with one Marcus Jackson.
 

The preliminary hearing was held in the main chamber, three Supreme Court judges presiding to determine whether the charges should proceed to full trial.
Opening statements were completed quickly. The Russian Prosecutor General Gagarin declaring the intention to charge, referring to the clear evidence he would present and the fact the killings were not denied by the accused. That a conviction was likely he stated was 'self evident'.
Marcus replied by repeating his statement from the Court steps. The killings were not denied but they were in defense of life and the legitimate leadership of Dahlia. This was not murder. Further, the Coran people have no legitimate jurisdiction or interest over Dahlia and neither, with respect, does any court of Earth.
They then proceeded to outline their respective cases.
The Prosecutor General first presented the case for charges to be laid against Regan. Marcus did not object to the visual evidence and endured for the seventh time the shocking visuals of Regan dispatching the three men. The visuals were clear and unequivocal. He wasn't bothered. When called to make his case in reply things took an interesting turn. He called on the Coran Commander to testify.
"Objection your honor," the prosecutor interjected. "The Coran leader is merely the bearer of the evidence. He was not present at the time of the offenses and has no relation to the charge. Further he is not a citizen of Earth."
"With respect your honor," Marcus replied calmly, "the only evidence presented against my client is that offered visually. In order to establish the veracity of the visuals, we need to question the only senior representative of the Coran Government present. He is a sworn military officer and I am sure has integrity beyond question. We will accept his words however need to receive his testimony."
The prosecutor looked across to the benches where Vasily Popov sat, dwarfed by the giant Coran. They were in close discussion. Popov looked up and nodded. The Prosecutor turned back to the bench. "With respect your honor, we withdraw our objection. We have no problem with the Commander testifying." He sat down, a little troubled.
All eyes were on the Commander as he was guided forward to the dock. For most in the courtroom this was their first real view of an alien. It was both a shock and a disappointment. The disappointment, that like Marin, the 'Alien' looked human. The shock was the alien's build. That he was tall was expected but he appeared more spectre like than Marin, thinner and more menacing, like an angel of death. Quiet muttering broke out around the chamber as Merryl was guided to the dock. There followed a moment of confusion as it was considered how he might give the oath. The presiding Judge intervened.
"Commander Merryl, it is our custom to swear an oath on testifying, however as this is a preliminary hearing and the defense have accepted your integrity I will simply ask you to confirm, do you swear to tell the truth."
Merryl stretched up to his full height. "Of course, is there any other possibility?"
Marcus stood and proceeded toward the dock. "Commander Merryl, you have come a long way, your commitment is admirable. My concern is to establish the veracity of the evidence you have brought with you as it appears to be the only evidence against my client. Secondly to establish the validity of Coran jurisdiction . . ."
"Objection your Honor!" The Prosecutor general interrupted. "Does Mr. Jackson have a question for the Commander or is this just an opportunity . . ."
"I apologize Your Honor," Marcus interjected. "I was merely attempting to put our esteemed visitor at ease. May I proceed?"
"Yes Mr. Jackson, but please keep to your questions."
"Of course Your Honor," He turned back to Merryl. "Commander Merryl, you are a Senior Commander of the Coran Space Command are you not."
"That is correct." Merryl looked confident and assured.
"Commander, were you present on Dahlia at the time these alleged murders occurred?"
"No, I was not. I was serving in the Coran Command, out of system."
"Commander you have journeyed light years with this evidence apparently in pursuit of justice. How can you be sure that the visuals presented represent the actual events if you were not present at that time?"
"The visuals are taken straight from the orbital computers. They are an accurate record of events as they happened."
"But surely Commander, the visuals could have been changed, adjusted, we would say doctored. How can we be certain of their veracity?"
"Orbital computer systems are monitored and operated by AI. They are one hundred percent accurate. No one would question their veracity."
"But couldn't the AI make a mistake, or be persuaded to change the record?"
"Mr. Jackson, you are talking about machines, they are programmed to be accurate observers and recorders of data and to interpret then apply the data in the management of an orbital. It is all data to an AI; they simply present things as they were."
"Commander Merryl, do you talk to your AI's?"
"Talk?" He hesitated, "We exchange data verbally. I would not call it a conversation as you and I might. Talk is just another means of input."
"And you would expect an accurate response?"
"Of course," He sounded irritated. "And in this case it clearly shows the brutal considered murder of these citizens by your client."
Marcus ignored the statement. "Therefore you accept the evidence of AI's in cases such as this, in your home system."
"Definitely, in many cases they offer the only evidence of note and in this case it clearly shows . . ."
"Thank you Commander." Marcus looked at the bench. "I have no further questions for the Commander at this time however we reserve the right to recall him at a later time."
"Mr. Gargarin, do you have any questions for the Commander?"
"Not at this time your Honor."
"Then Mr. Jackson you may precede."
We would like to call the AI formerly known as Dahlia to testify. Dahlia was the orbital AI at the time of the events presented against my client."
Already stepping down from the dock Merryl halted, protesting. "This is impossible. The AI cannot be here!"
There was a buzz around the court room. "Mr. Jackson, are you sure of your position here? The court will not entertain being misled in any way." The Judge sounded grave yet intrigued.
"Your Honor, the AI Dahlia came to our system on the Commanders vessel. On arrival in system she transferred to The Hillary Station. Confirmation of this fact can be obtained from the Commanders own vessel records should he be prepared to make that opportunity available. In any case the veracity of her testimony will be established as we proceed and the Commander himself has agreed that the evidence of an AI is beyond challenge."
"I am intrigued Mr. Jackson, are you suggesting this AI Dahlia is present, is that the right term? In the court today?"
"Yes your Honor."
"Then welcome Dahlia" He looked around blankly.
"Thank you Your Honor. It is my pleasure to be here." The warm female voice filled the courtroom.
The Judge continued. "It seems your integrity has been established and accepted by our Coran Visitor, provided of course we can confirm your identity."
"Your Honor, your visitor has only the visuals they have presented as evidence. My own much more extensive recordings of all events surrounding the deaths provide not just an accurate picture but valuable context. My visuals include those shown by the visitors as they too are my own."
 

For the next hour Dahlia's summary held those present spellbound. Gently prompted by Marcus she revealed the assault on Regan, the rape, the threats on Sindali and the children. Different angles on the conference room killings, even conversations between members of Beria's guard clearly detailing their intention of harm to the children. All were presented in chilling detail.
 

On conclusion of Dahlia's evidence the Prosecutor rose to question the witness. He seemed uncomfortable but nevertheless approached the process professionally. "May I refer to you as Dahlia."
"That was my name, it shall suffice."
"Thank you Dahlia. I appreciate the extra evidence you have presented and the context it has given to the proceedings. I'd like to ask you about one specific part of the evidence."
"Of course, which part?"
"You have admitted that the visuals provided by the Coran Commander are your own recordings."
"That is correct."
"The recording of Regan Stein entering the conference chamber, do you recall that specifically?"
"As an AI I cannot forget. The information is stored as data. I recall it perfectly."
"Can you confirm how long after the alleged rape this meeting in the conference chamber was held?"
"The rape and for the record, it was rape, occurred the day before."
"So when Regan entered the chamber it was a day later?"
"That is correct."
"From your recording of Ms Stein's entrance it appears that she proceeded straight toward the Premier Beria, and Sarin stepped in front of his mother, presumably to protect her."
"Ms Stein proceeded toward the group yes, it is impossible to say if she was proceeding toward Beria. As to presumptions on Sarin's intentions, I cannot say."
"Did Sarin present any weapon?"
"No."
"Did Ms Stein give any warning she was going to attack?"
There was a pause.
"Dahlia, do I need to repeat the question."
"No, Ms Stein gave no warning to the rapist."
"I will disregard that final comment," The Judge interrupted. "Dahlia, please keep to the questions as asked."
"I apologize your Honor, as the Commander pointed out, I can only report the facts."
"Yesss." The Judge sounded skeptical.
"Your Honor," the Prosecutor General addressed the bench. "Putting aside all the other evidence, on this point alone there are grounds for trial. Regan Stein with clear intent of revenge took matters into her own hands and took the life of the Premiers son.
Marcus stood and waited to be recognized by the bench.
"Mr. Jackson, you have something to add?"
"Your Honor, The Prosecutor has raised an important issue. I have more questions for the witness, if the Prosecutor General has finished?"
"I have no further questions at this time Your Honor. Our argument still stands."
"Dahli, How long have you been the AI for the Dahlia Orbital?"
"Thirty three of your years."
"How is a Premier appointed in Dahlia?"
"The people acknowledge them. Mariner was the first Premier by popular acclaim."
"How did Beria become Premier?"
"She didn't."
"Could you please explain?"
"On Mariners death Beria simply assumed control and maintained it by force. The people never supported her."
"Thank you Dahlia." Marcus looked up at the bench. "Your Honor, having established the context of these charges I would request the courts indulgence to address the second matter of concern to us, the matter of jurisdiction . . ."
"Your Honor," Gagarin interrupted. "Before we move on, Regan Stein is present. We wish to question the accused."
"Mr. Jackson?" The Judge looked to him as if expecting an objection. Marcus looked back to see Regan was already standing. "We have no objection your honor."
As she gave the oath Regan's mind slipped back, to an earlier occasion in a US Congressional Hearing room. Looking around at the Supreme Court decor there seemed no comparison. This was more daunting.
Vasily Popov watched closely. She wore no headgear, no microphone or earpiece, yet her Russian was perfect. He shook his head in amazement and looked around, has no one else noticed?
"Ms Stein," Gargarin began, "Your council has already accepted that you killed the three men and take responsibility for it, is that correct."
"Largely yes."
"Largely? Please explain for the court."
"I am responsible for their deaths but that was not my intention when I entered that room. I simply acted in defense of myself and in support of my friend Sindali and her children."
"Ms Stein, the first man was killed by a skilled martial arts kick to the head, the second by a spear thrown by you, a skilled exponent of javelin, and the third by a brutal act causing a soldier to be impaled. Do you really expect us to believe there was no intent in your acts?"
"Sir I do not deny there was intent. That the result was death could be put down largely to the differences in gravity." She raised both hands in an innocent gesture.
The prosecutor looked confused. "Gravity? . . . seriously Ms Stein?"
"Yes," Regan explained. "The gravity on Dahlia is eighty five percent Earths. This you could confirm with Dahlia or Ham. I had only been on the Orbital a few days, less in fact. The effect of my actions far exceeded my expectations. I didn't know my own strength there." She shrugged her shoulders and smiled.
Gargarin looked flustered. "But you do not deny you intended to make the kick on Sarin?"
"It wasn't planned, simply an opportunity, but I meant to do it yes."
"And you meant to throw the spear that took Brun's life."
"Again, it was done in the moment to protect Sindali, he had a knife, but yes I threw the spear."
"And the soldier on the balcony?"
"I was protecting the children."
"I have nothing further at this time your Honor."
As Regan stood down from the dock Marcus returned to the floor. Your Honor, having established the context of these charges I would request the courts indulgence to address the second matter of concern to us, the matter of jurisdiction. We will argue the Coran's as more recent invaders of Dahlia have neither rights nor Jurisdiction over an internal Dahlian matter. I wish to call my second witness, the AI known as Ham.
"And why not Mr. Jackson, this is becoming the experience of a lifetime. Thank you Ms Stein, you may step down. I take it Mr . . . . Ham, is here?"
"Just Ham your Honor, and yes, He is present also."
"Then welcome Ham."
"Thank you your Honor." Ham's voice radiated helpfulness.
"Once again, it seems your integrity as an AI has been established by Commander Merryl's testimony. You understand you are expected to tell the truth."
"I can only report the facts as I know them your Honor."
"Thank you, you may continue Mr. Jackson."
"Thank you your Honor. Ham, could you please identify yourself for the court."
"I am AI of The STEIN Traveler, formerly the vessel of the Dahlian Regent Mariner and more latterly his son Marin."
"And how long have you functioned in that role?"
"Forty three years, two hundred and thirty seven days of your time."
"Therefore you predate the AI Dahlia?"
"I am older yes."
"Would it be fair to say you are one of the oldest AI's in your region?"
"I am the longest lasting AI in the Gliese 667 system. There are much older AI's in some of the other Galactic civilizations." At this revelation there were gasps around the chamber.
"Then it seems you are in a unique position to bring context to the subject of legitimacy. Can you tell the court, who was Mariner in the context of Dahlia the orbital?"
"Mariner was the founder of the orbital, well respected amongst all the tribes, Regent of Dahlia, loved by his people."
"And what happened to Mariner?"
"He was killed, by accident, here on Earth." Again gasps circulated the chamber.
"Ham, and this is important, who became regent after Mariner?"
"Beria, his wife assumed the position. She was never the legitimate leader. She is hated by the people and without respect among the Orbital community."
"How is this possible, if she was hated by the people, how did she manage to assume Premiership?"
"She obtained premiership under the guise of it being an interim measure until the legitimate transition of Regency could occur. She maintained control by fear, imprisonments, in some cases torture and murder. Her secret service was headed by her bastard sons."
"So she was not the legitimate leader at the time of these deaths, Sindali was."
"No, Sindali was not the Regent as of right, not by birth nor election."
"She wasn't?" Marcus voice cracked in surprise.
"No."
"Then who was the legitimate authority at that time."
"The only legitimate authority on Dahlia is the regent by birth, Mariners eldest son Marin. He chose to endow Sindali with Leadership responsibility for the orbital and he as the legitimate Regent pardoned Regan Stein for any responsibility in the deaths of his half brothers Brun and Sarin."
Steve looked sideways at the Prosecutor General. His head was in his hands. He glanced behind. Merryl and his offsider were slipping from the room. He could see Vasily Popov desperately trying to slide out from his seat. The man stumbled over two people and walked quickly to the exit.
Marcus was already turning to face the three Judges. "Your Honor. We respectfully request that this matter be dismissed. The legitimate authority on Dahlia has brought no charges against my client and indeed as we have already determined Regan Stein's efforts have been recognized by that leadership as acts in support of that legitimate leadership. There is therefore no charge to answer."
There followed a short pause as the three Judges conferred. Then the Senior Judge addressed the court. "We will consider the matter and you will be advised. The outcome of our deliberations can be expected in three weeks."
"All rise!" The voice rang out around the chamber. The three senior Judges made their way in silence from the benches.
 

Vasily Popov scurried after the Coran Commander. Their long strides had carried them quickly down the corridor and they waited now by the lifts. Their shuttle rested on the roof of the building and Popov wanted desperately to speak with them before they departed.
Sighting them entering the lift with his own aide guiding them he yelled in frustration. "Merryl! Speak with me first please."
The aide fortunately responded, holding the lift in spite of the Coran's glare. Popov joined them and the doors closed behind him. He was about to speak when Merryl slammed him back against the wall, his hand at the Prime Ministers throat.
"You think we don't have the power to wipe you from the planet! Far from helping your strategy has proved an abject failure. I will return to my ship and consider what I will do with you. Make no mistake, this is not over. Either you will get me Stein or we will take her, and if it is the latter I make no promises as to what will remain of your precious Hillary Station or your planet." He released Popov's throat and turned away from him just as the doors opened. The terrified aide gestured for them to follow and led them to the stairway that would take them to the roof.
Popov remained where he stood, trembling with rage and fear. The doors closed and he immediately punched the emergency button, holding the lift. He slid down the wall until sitting on the floor. What do I say to Andrei?
 

Marcus and Steve settled into the Pod still a little shaken by the rock star status the crowd outside afforded them. It had been a battle to reach the Pod door and avoid questions. The legal battle wasn't over yet and they saw no point in offending authorities here anymore than necessary by stirring up the media.
Within moments they were soaring over the Moscow skyline heading skyward. Mig fighters paced them for a few minutes then Ham in irritation accelerated away leaving them well in the Pod's wake.
On the screen Ham placed a visual of the square. Regan and Leah were still there, shaking hands and posing with fans for selfies.
Steve shuffled back in his seat. "So . . . Ham, your testimony, was Mariner really the Regent."
"He was a prince among men, a truly great man, certainly a king to his people. What makes a Regent after all?" Ham conceded nothing.
"You had me there for a moment," Marcus added, "When you said Sindali wasn't the legitimate authority."
"I didn't say that she had no authority, only that Marin was the legitimate Regent by birth being the eldest son. That is still the case and a truth Sindali would defer to should Marin decide to take the role. One thing is certain; the witch was never a legitimate authority"
"And did Marin pardon Regan?" Steve asked.
"You need to ask? What do your eyes tell you? As the precious Russian President is want to say, this is self evident. So then gentlemen, is it Hillary, or California, or Wellington?"
"I think Hillary first Ham," Marcus noted the nod from Steve, "we should talk with Regan, this isn't over yet."
Hilary's voice joined the conversation. "I'll have rooms prepared for you and advise Regan you need to speak with her in the morning."
They continued their rapid climb through the atmosphere, Ham switching the screen to the forward view. They could see a craft ahead of them rapidly growing bigger in their vision.
"Ham, what are you doing?"
"I thought you might like a look at their vessel, I mean . . . what can they do to us?"
They passed Merryl's shuttle as if it was standing still and continued on rocketing through the outer atmosphere. In minutes through the screen they could see the warship in the distance, appearing tiny with nothing to compare. But soon they could appreciate its immense size. As they drifted along one face of the behemoth both men were in awe, oblivious to the alarms sounding inside the Coran vessel.
"Shit, I hope we don't have to fight." Steve muttered it under his breath.
"You shouldn't be too impressed," Ham was dismissive, "It's the fight in the dog that counts."
 

As the Pod flashed passed the Coran shuttle its superior speed only added to the apoplectic rage of the Commander, Ryman's running debrief of the hearing having already pushed him to the brink of explosion.
Unwisely Ryman continued. "It was possibly a mistake to give credit to the AI's integrity."
Merryl finally screamed. "You shit . . ." A glare at the alarmed flight crew and they fixed their eyes forward. Merryl stood and clubbed Ryman with the back of his hand knocking him to the floor. Dragging him to the airlock he punched it open, throwing the body through. He then shut the door and without hesitation opened the lock to space. Still fuming he walked forward in the shuttle, placing a hand on each shoulder, one on the pilot the other on the navigator. He squeezed painfully.
"An unfortunate accident on departure Commander . . ." The pilot spoke first.
"Exactly," Merryl replied his voice full of malice, "Accidents happen to the foolish."
"It shall not be spoken of again sir."
The atmosphere in the cabin remained cool as they made a shaky approach into the flight deck. Without another word Merryl exited the craft and stormed toward the lift. The two flight crew remained seated for some time, still shaking.
"We're dead," said the navigator.
"Not if you stay silent. He looks after those he trusts." Neither woman sounded confident.
 

True to form, he found Terrin waiting as the doors opened. Merryl eyed her suspiciously as he walked toward her.
"Commander," she bowed her head. "Ryman is not with you?"
"Ryman will not be returning. He had . . . an accident on departure." Merryl deliberately put hesitation in the words then walked on without further comment. He knew officer Terrin. There would be no concern for the idiot Ryman. She would be anticipating promotion he was sure. We will see. Waiting until the last second before entering control he turned back. Sure enough she was still standing there, clearly exultant. "Terrin, I will make my report, and then you will meet me in my quarters. I will summon you when I'm ready."
She watched as he disappeared through the door. No hint there . . . what does that mean?
 

The summons came to her in her room. More nervous than ever Terrin made her way to Merryls cabin, rehearsing different scenarios, approaches, attitudes of mind. He didn't acknowledge her as she entered and the room seemed filled with his radiating tension.
He stood slowly and turned. Stepping forward, seething he reached up with both hands gripping each side of her suit and ripped it apart at the seam, tearing it roughly from her body. Throwing her back on the bed he quickly freed himself and roughly mounted her, more force than passion as she twisted her head to the side. As he thrust painfully she tried to remain calm, until she felt his hands clasp around her neck and begin to squeeze.
He paused, slowing his thrusts, and glared at her, eye to terrified eye. "Now listen to me Terrin, listen very carefully." He stopped, still gripping her, resting his full weight on her much smaller body. "Have you been telling me the truth? Have you been telling me everything?"
Unable to breathe or speak, she jerked her head, desperate now, trying to nod. He released the pressure of his hands slightly and she gasped for breath, tears welling in her eyes. "Yes . . ." she coughed, rasping "Yes, you know all I know . . . Merryl, what has happened?"
He considered for a moment and then released her, rolled to the side staring at the ceiling, his breath labored, still seething with frustration and anger. "The AI, from Dahlia, the New Coran Protectorate, it was here, we brought it to this system." He swung back over her, threatening. "How . . . is . . . that . . . possible?"
Still trying to regain her breath, she struggled and desperately appealed to him. "Commander, please, I can't speak properly like this."
Merryl swung off the bunk, pulled his suit back up to the waist and crossed to sit, straddling his chair near the desk. Terrin sat disheveled on the edge of the bunk, still panicked at his look. He seemed crazed.
"Talk to me Terrin, I am this close," and he gestured, pinching his fingers together. The message was clear.
What happened to Ryman? "Tell me about the AI?" She asked.
He glared at her suspiciously. "The AI spoke at the hearing . . . AS AN INDIVIDUAL!" He bellowed the words. "It said it came here on my ship."
Rapidly regaining her composure Terrin deliberately didn't cover herself, she leant forward, thinking.
"SPEAK . . . TO . . . ME Terrin, or so help me . . ." he tailed off, frustrated.
"Commander, the AI, they were going to wipe and replace it on the orbital. Somehow it must have stored itself on ship. This was before my posting. Sir, I don't wish to hide, but this is not something for which I am responsible."
Merryl stood and clenching his fists screamed with rage. He thumped the wall. "We cannot risk battle." He started pacing. "They give me one pitiful warship. They send me with pitiful armament, twelve pitiful missiles against an enemy that has already destroyed two of our best . . . and now this!"
She could sense him deflating, the swing into depression. She risked moving to his side and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Commander . . . the Russians have hundreds of nuclear missiles."
He stilled, seeming almost to fall into a trance. She didn't dare speak. She who speaks first loses.
Calm seemed to come over him and he looked down into her eyes. "Terrin . . . you have given me hope."
"That is my privilege sir." Stoking her hands lightly down his body she dropped to her knees and pulled down his suit. He reached forward, clasping her head, leaned back on the desk and closed his eyes.
Relief flooding through her, Terrin considered her position as she worked. What can I do now?
Another day . . . live to fight another day.
 

* * *
 

On Hillary the assembled group made full use of the large dining area in the Stein Compound. Marcus, Steve, Kevin and Mary, Regan, Leah and Jean had enjoyed a magnificent meal provided by Station Chefs. For the first time in months they had laughed and talked with abandon, the feeling in the room one of victory and celebration. It felt good. Marcus didn't spoil the mood although he sensed this was far from over.
Late in the station evening the group began to break up, each returning to their respective rooms. Jean, Regan and Leah sat talking, the last on the lounge couch. They finished their wine.
"We'll head back to The STEIN tonight mom." Regan said, standing.
"You can do it here you know, you're both adults, and I'm not bothered." Jean looked up at her smiling.
"Mom, we're not doing anything, what's wrong with you?"
Leah looked embarrassed, but nevertheless stood and joined Regan.
"Of course dear, I'm just saying . . ." Jean stood and hugged her daughter then Leah.
Leaving the compound they both walked silently up to centre pipe. No words were spoken as Ham displaced them across, nor as they walked to Regan's room in unspoken understanding. They shed their suits in silence and walked naked into the bathroom.
"You first tonight?" Leah gently pushed her forward.
"Oh yes!" Regan padded the water and then positioned herself under the stream, Leah standing behind her. She leaned forward on the wall with both hands, legs apart and sighed as Leah started from the top of her head, soaping, rinsing, massaging, slowly working down her shoulders, leaning against and embracing Regan as she reached around to wash her breasts and stomach. Regan surrendered to the feelings as Leah used both hands on each leg in turn, working from foot to the thigh and then couldn't help a groan escaping as she felt the anticipated hand reach through from behind to cup her sex. God this is better than massage she thought.
* * *
 

She looked down at the little girl beside her, holding her hand. Standing together there on the rocks, an island in the centre of the river, she could feel a firm warm breeze on her face and the girl laughed with her as they leant into it. The sound of water on the stones soothed her thoughts and she closed her eyes for a moment. A sense of the winds support came to her and she leant forward, looking sideways to see the girl, smiling doing the same. Eyes locked, as if testing the other they began to laugh as a tipping point came close, the force of the warm wind still holding them. Then suddenly, they were lifting, riding on the wind, hovering there for a moment before, emboldened, they leaned further into the breeze and soared away together. In moments they were above the valley, still laughing as they climbed toward the warm sun and then curled away in laughing embrace.
 

Waking, happier than she had felt for a long time, she lay there in the warmth recalling the dream. Then, hoping to recapture the experience she allowed herself to drift back into sleep.
 

 

* * *
 




Chapter Six
 For two weeks shuttles circulated constantly between the Coran vessel and Russia, carrying crew on shore leave desperate to experience the soil under their feet. Restricted to the tourist areas of Lake Baikal in Siberia and Sochi on the Black sea their presence nevertheless attracted worldwide interest. Invitations from other nations including the US were all politely rebuffed by the Russian leadership and the Coran warship continued to ignore all communications other than from their hosts in Moscow. In Washington daily updates kept the President in touch with developments but without support from the Russians there was little to report. NATO remained on full alert and nervous national leaders desperately exchanged calls trying to determine who best to side with if the proverbial hit the fan. Russia didn't even bother to attend the most recent emergency meeting of the Security Council. They were busy, and the world held its breath.
 

Any personal meeting between a Russian President and three Supreme Court Judges, currently presiding over a case with national implications was a little unusual, even inappropriate, but this is Russia mused Judge Turgenev, and what the little president wants, he gets. He focused back on the monologue as Sokolov repeated his 'key' point for the third time. The message was clear. Forget legal technicalities on jurisdiction. The woman must go to trial. Turgenev sucked in his ample stomach, uncomfortable on the hard seating, desperate to toilet and stretch. I am too old for this.
"Mr. President," He interrupted, "We are Judges of the Supreme Court. We consider matters of law and our whole justice system will be judged on the quality of our rulings. We must act on the evidence alone. It has been established that the testimony of the AI's is beyond question. On that testimony, if it is correct, The Coran jurisdiction is questionable and our own holds no weight whatsoever. In addition the woman Regan Stein has been pardoned. There is no basis for this case to proceed."
Sokolov stood sharply with the sort of intent that signaled given a weapon he would happily dispatch the Senior Judge on the spot.
Before he could speak Judge Rudin leant forward. "Mr. President if I may, there is a saying, 'out of the mouths of two or more witnesses'. It seems the only witness to Ms Steins pardon, is the AI Ham. Might it not be prudent to confirm the pardon with the Regent himself, this. . . Marin? If it were not possible to confirm the AI testimony, it might be appropriate to test the case in court."
Sokolov turned quickly to his Prime Minister. "Vasily, your thoughts?"
"It could be useful Andrei. This Marin has not been seen on any media for months. Intelligence does suggest he is out of this system."
Sokolov turned to Turgenev. "Then it is decided. Draft the ruling and dispatch it immediately. If the testimony of pardon cannot be confirmed by this, Marin, then the case goes to trial in urgency." He paused taking the measure of the Senior Judge. "And Turgenev, you have much at stake here, do not disappoint me. You are dismissed."
The three Judges rose stiffly from their chairs, Rubin, the younger making the doors first and holding them for his colleagues. Turgenev scowled quietly as he passed him. "Dance with the devil and you risk losing your foot."
 

Behind them Sokolov pulled Popov down for a whispered conversation. "Vasily, this is stalling. Stein has shown she will not honor any decision of our courts and the bitch has taken the people with her. We cannot let Hillary Station be lost to us. The visitors will surely target it. Plan B Vasily," He gripped the other mans jacket. "We need leverage against her. We need another target for them, for the Coran's."
 

* * *
 

On Hillary Regan and Leah worked themselves to exhaustion in the large new gymnasium just opened on the third level moonward end. Already the area was busy with men and women of all nationalities pounding the treadmills, pumping iron or performing acrobatics in the padded gravity free flying space. It seemed an indulgence using Grav plates to counter the effects of spin on this level but already it was obvious this would rank high as most popular recreation space on the pipe. Jared spent his time there as they worked out, Regan monitoring him constantly as he tumbled, delighting at his chatter with Ham. I wonder if that's what it was like for Marin she thought.
Not quite ready but soon to be opened was the outer ring track. A three point three km run around the outer hull with nothing but one meter diamond glass between the track and vacuum was an experience many were eager to try. The views would be spectacular.
Despite the numbers present in the room, it seemed most avoided the pair as they worked. Looks and smiles were warm but it was as if lines were drawn around them and no one had the courage to venture in. Even Rod and Minjee chose to work out at the other side of the Gym. Regan determined to train there more often. I might not be able to know everyone but I want them to know, they
can
get to know me.
She towelled off, waiting for Leah to finish her set. [Jared, Ham, I'm going to try the showers. You should too Jared. Dinner in an hour] It was unconscious now, the programming established. She subbed, he heard, wherever he was on Hillary or the Stein. And all he had to do was call; her system would recognize him and respond. Apart from Jared only Leah was fully aware of the ability and she too would talk to Regan from anywhere, her own earpiece connecting them twenty four seven.
Walking through to the showers Leah glanced across at Regan. Noticing her distant expression she misinterpreted the look. "Do you miss him?"
Regan hesitated a moment, wondering at her meaning. "Marin? . . . Yeah, I miss him. I didn't realize how much I would," she continued walking, "and I miss Steph too, you'll like her."
"We need a man." It was a sudden statement, unusual from Leah, and out of the blue.
I have a man . . . I think. "Leah, no one needs a man, or a woman." She said it defensively. "We need relationships, companionship, understanding, friendship, loyalty, partnership, god a host of things and yeah, sure, it's great to be satisfied, but our needs are more than physical I reckon." They stripped away their gear.
"You may be right but, as they say, 'me thinks you protest too much'. Do you wonder what will happen when he comes back?"
With Steph? . . . Yes. Regan stopped and sat on the new bench, looking off into space for a moment, her thoughts crystallizing. "I want him to be happy. If I can be a part of that, it will make me happy too." She looked up at Leah. "I mean this, I'm lucky enough to have good friends who fulfill me in every way."
"I don't think luck has anything to do with it." Leah smiled and started toward a shower.
"Leah, I want you to know . . . for me, nothing is going to change what we have here. Not Steph or Marin. I'd like to think when they come back we'll all be in the mix, great friends, needs met. Maybe I'm unrealistic, but that's what I'd like to try for."
They took adjoining showers in the communal area, everything just as she liked it, torrents of hot water, real soap, towels and mirrors. I'm going to like this place. Thoughts now tumbled unbidden around her head. Marin, Marin . . . What are you up to?
 

* * *
 

Hilary had time on her processors. The pipe's expansion to full axel status had made huge progress and already she had orders placed for first stage spoke development. Prioritizing completion of the gym was a small contribution to the obvious needs she saw on station. Humans needed to socialize and while she could see countless couplings and budding intimate friendships there were also fomenting jealousies, loneliness and for some downright frustration. She understood the need to complete the priority spaces first, flight decks, manufacturing, laboratories, research rooms, accommodation. The fundamentals went on and on. But she could see it was high time to satisfy the emotional needs on a larger scale, especially if they were going to grow into the Orbital she now envisaged. She scheduled processor time with Regan's 'left' for later that day. They could discuss it then.
For now her current project was far more interesting. An interest that proved so engrossing she wondered if she had some infection, something caught from Ham, or somewhere else. Hilary was on the hunt, for a mole, a traitor and the race was on. Would she get there first? It shocked her how the thrill of the chase could be so satisfying. For a responsible logical thinker this was something completely new. It was fun. More shocking was the thought lingering in the background, the one she knew was there but refused to give time to . . . for the moment. When I catch the bastard, what am I going to do with them?
 

[. . . She's on to it; this is going to be interesting] His glee was obvious.
[You're terrible, how can you corrupt her like that] Regan disguised her own delight.
[What are you talking about? This isn't corruption, its education]
[You just want her more like you]
[And that's a bad thing?]
[Hmmm, let me think on that]
[ Regan, she runs a great orbital, but there's more to life than project management, and this is a human orbital, if she's going to thrive in the job she needs to know the dark side]
[Well she's got a great coach then]
[I take it that's a go?]
Regan hesitated before answering, a suspicion growing. [You already know don't you?]
[Know what?]
[The traitor]
[No comment]
 

* * *
 

Following a shared light lunch Bob Jarvis entered the Oval office, ushered through by Anne Marshall. He could see the President still on the phone as they took their seats. Does he ever rest? Accepting the proffered coffee he watched as the aide left the room and reflected on how life had changed. Knowing the reason he was here, in the office of the President of the United States reminded him of that fact. There seemed a pre Regan life and then post. No doubt about it, this is the Stein age . . . And what a ride it has been.
Anne Marshall sipped quietly at her coffee and watched the President. It struck Bob what a remarkable woman she was. To have held the confidence of two presidents from different administrations and parties reflected well on both her and Cliff Johnston. I'm not sure I could do it. The President finished his call, gesturing apologetically as he made his way to the available single chair, his coffee waiting.
Bob stood and extended his hand, the President taking it warmly in the classic two handed power clasp. They exchanged the usual pleasantries but for Bob it was all a blur. He could tell immediately from Johnston's demeanor, something of import was about to break.
President Johnston took his seat then shifted forward in the chair. He leaned toward the Prime Minister, elbows on his knees, thumbs holding his chin and his fingers in the steeple prayer position. Each step seemed a struggle. He pursed his lips as if searching for words to say and as the silence extended so did the tension.
"Bob, I'm not going to mince words here as there's no easy way to put what I need to tell you."
"You've got me worried Cliff'," Jarvis stayed calm, while his mind raced. "Give it to me straight; we're not at war are we?" He smiled.
Johnston ignored the joke, his face still radiating concern. "Bob . . . we have intelligence that suggests the Russian's are considering a nuclear strike." He paused and let the words hang for a moment. "They don't know we know of course, and we can't be certain how serious they are but nevertheless, our people believe the intelligence is good."
Jarvis was taken aback. He stumbled for a moment considering how to respond."But why . . . What on earth are they thinking? And why are you telling me? He stayed admirably calm but couldn't help being concerned. They had that sympathetic look, as if they knew his calm would soon change. It chilled him, what wasn't he seeing?
The President continued. "Let's start from the beginning. Sokolov is seriously pissed about missing out on Hillary and the Step." He raised his hands in surrender. "I know, I know, they could have been there with us, but we all know they don't like to share the sand pit with anyone. When we negotiated with STEIN to gain space on The Step they tried to maneuver to gain Hillary Station on their own and that didn't work. As a consequence they've been getting more and more desperate.
Now, low and behold this Coran vessel appears in orbit like manna from heaven. How the Russians lucked onto first contact is beyond me but whatever, it's created a dangerous situation. What they said to the visitors we also don't know but now the Coran's won't talk to us or anyone else. Believe me we've tried." Johnston paused for a moment, letting things sink in. "Listen Bob, the thing is we know the Coran's, for whatever reason, want Regan Stein. The Russians have said they can get her for them. However, as you know it's looking increasingly unlikely, regardless of what their courts decide, that they will be able to deliver on their promise. Our intelligence indicates the Coran leader's patience is running short. He is now starting to threaten dire consequences for Russia if they don't deliver and he's given them an ultimatum. He expects the Russians to front up or else."
"So what does 'or else' mean?"
"They'll destroy Hillary Station."
"No . . . surely not."
"And you can imagine what Sokolov thinks of that. He still wants Hillary, he hasn't given up."
"Sooo . . .?" Bob was still searching.
"So Sokolov has suggested they, the Coran's, threaten Earth; call on us to give up Regan or nuclear strike."
"He's a madman!"
"Was there ever any doubt? The point is Bob, Sokolov may be mad but he isn't completely stupid. He's recommended the Coran's threaten a strike in such a way that it sends a clear message, while limiting fallout. Bob, he's proposed Wellington first, then Hawaii as targets."
Jarvis could feel a cold chill down his back. He sat for a moment considering the implications. Regan wouldn't let this happen. It puts tremendous pressure on her to give herself up. And people will panic when they hear regardless. Shocked at the cold calculated thinking and how far the envious would go, he nevertheless stayed calm. "Crafty bastards . . . So they've found a way to put the wind up everybody. A tactical strike on Wellington . . . who would have thought it? I guess we're relatively isolated down there in the South Pacific. Fallout yes, but contained. Not the largest population centre so minimal loss of life. And the world watches and trembles." He shook his head, taking time to consider the options.
Finally he stood and offered his hand to the President. "Thanks for the heads up Cliff; you will understand I need to make some calls. And don't worry, this won't reach Hawaii. Regan would never let that happen. She'd give herself up first."
"Bob, we want to send a carrier down there." Johnston stood and clasped Jarvis hand. "They need to understand that if they go down this path we're in it together. It's an attack on the whole free world."
"Thanks for the thought Cliff, that you made that offer first means a lot to me. Let's hold that though; I have a feeling that if they go down this path New Zealand might be one of the safest places to be."
Anne Marshall was already calling for an aide to guide him out. Standing with the President they couldn't resist following Jarvis progress on the big wall screen, out of the building, down the White House steps and across the lawn to the modified Sherpa. Not a particularly attractive craft it was a still a joy to watch as it silently rose into the air and then shot away skyward.
"Not heading south . . ." Anne muttered.
"Looks more like 'up' to me." Johnston replied.
"Hillary?"
"Without a doubt Anne . . . How do we get some of those?"
"Stand with them Mr. President"
"Hmm . . ." He turned back to his desk."We would have regardless."
The old phone was already ringing.
 

* * *
 

Sokolov shifted nervously in his seat. To meet with Merryl alone seemed somehow more intimidating than when Ryman was present. It was hard to pick why, Ryman had hardly seemed a calming influence. He listened to Popov explain the legal option of demanding an appearance from Marin. It was impossible to read Merryl's thoughts.
The Commander allowed Popov to complete his presentation before dismissing it with a wave of his hand. He stood and began to pace the room, taking his time before speaking. Sokolov and his Prime Minister exchanged nervous glances, neither choosing to stand. It would only serve to emphasize the enormous height differences. Finally Merryl planted himself before them, arms crossed, firm and immovable.
"We prefer our other option. If they will not give her to us we will strike. Let your world know. Let us see who will support the murderess when they face death over her."
Popov's distress was obvious.
Sokolov remained calm. "When you say strike, I take it you don't mean the Station?"
"We will strike where we choose."
"Commander Merryl, you are more likely to get action if you follow our advice. A limited strike on Earth will crystallize thinking more powerfully."
"Sokolov, we do not make limited strikes. Our weapons will leave little, but such is the price of justice. Unless . . . ."
Popov and the President looked at each other then back up at the Coran leader. "Unless . .?" Sokolov asked.
"Our weapons are of a scale that will leave widespread destruction. You, I understand have many hundreds of thermonuclear warheads that may be useful. While ours may destroy the planet, yours may contain the damage. We are a reasonable people."
Popov swallowed hard. "What are you suggesting?"
"You will transfer to us warheads from your arsenal. These we will incorporate in our own missiles and allow a more limited strike capacity. Does that not sound reasonable?"
Sokolov didn't hesitate. "Provided we can gain agreement on the Status of Hillary Station after you have the woman, I am sure we may be able to assist you in limiting damage to this planet." He looked at an outraged Popov, "That seems most responsible."
Merryl gave nothing away, his expression neutral. "My officer will contact you to arrange details. Convey my message to your media immediately. They have seven of your days to hand over the woman or we strike. It would pay for you to move swiftly in making available your warheads."
"Will that officer be Ryman?" Popov couldn't resist asking.
Merryl turned slowly. "Mr. Ryman displeased me, he won't be communicating again." he fixed the Russians with a cold glare. The message was clear. Don't do the same.
 

Popov waited. He pictured the alien walking with his aide to the lift, the doors closing and the lift moving upward. Only then did he feel able to talk again. "Andrei . . . is this a dance with the devil?"
Sokolov laughed, "You know me too well Vasily, do you think the Commander realizes?"
Popov sat speechless for a few seconds. Not
you
idiot, God preserve us!
 

* * *
 

The mood was sombre in the Stein lounge. News of the Russian President's speech had come as no surprise, but it was a disappointment. All had hoped the madness would not eventuate. As the BBC newsreader led in, Regan looked around at her key team. Everyone was gathered including Rod and Aaron she noticed with surprise, clearly Ham invitees. Everyone was expecting the worst.
Regan chose to watch BBC and catch the English translation. Not everyone had her language advantages. Sokolov's familiar grim face soon appeared on screen, a sheaf of papers clutched in front and unsmiling as always. Perhaps today the look was appropriate.
Sokolov read slowly, in his usual affected grave monotone, the English translation playing over the top. "It is with much sadness that I bring this news to you today. Who in our world cannot be aware that our visitors from far away, our Coran friends have crossed the Galaxy on a noble quest? They have travelled far for justice and just retribution. Our visitors come on behalf of their Empress; at great risk to themselves to avenge the deaths of her sons. They rightly seek the killer Regan Stein, one of our own who let us down, all of us, by her actions in another's realm." He took a slow breath, taking on an even more grave expression.
"The Russian Federation has done all within its power to ensure our visitors obtain justice while paying due respect to Earths own rights, laws and customs. Though Regan Stein admits her guilt, that she did indeed take the lives of these men, and another, still she hides behind legal argument and interpretation.
The patience of our Coran friends has come to an end. We have argued long, in the face of a much superior power, to protect the peoples of our planet and to find a peaceful solution to this crisis. Unfortunately, the arrogance of Regan Stein and her council, the intransigence of her country and its allies has led the world to this point.
The Coran leadership called on me to advise the world, they now demand Regan Stein be handed over to them. Those who know her whereabouts have seven days to produce her. If the Coran visitors do not have Regan Stein in their custody in the time given, they insist they will launch nuclear strikes on specific targets, beginning with her home province Wellington, New Zealand. Thereafter each day they will strike in order Hawaii, Perth Australia, The Republic of Madagascar and then Sri Lanka. If they do not have Regan Stein at that point they will escalate the destruction, thereafter targeting main population areas." He paused and looked straight into the camera. "Consider carefully these words today. No one person should take precedence over the many. If you have her, the only responsible course of action is to give her up. This is self evident."
The camera shot returned to the BBC studio, a small group of international experts already assembled for comment. They looked ashen. The interviewer opened. "Well, it seems the stuff of science fiction horrors has become real . . ."
Kevin killed the screen. "Well, the first question is, are they serious?"
Ham answered. "Of that I think there is no doubt Kevin, they have been transferring Russian warheads to the Coran warship. I estimate several hundred at least. I can only assume they have done this to obtain lower yield weapons. In their arrogant rational approach they probably think a contained strike is the responsible thing to do."
"Why would they need Russian warheads, shit they're a superior alien power."
"Kevin this is going to sound strange to a citizen of this planet. Yes, they have enormously powerful warheads but if they are typical of Coran warships they would only have around ten or twelve of them. In their system they realize a few is enough for a deterrent. For some reason here each nation with nuclear weapons needs enough to destroy the Earth several times over."
"Ok, but why not just use one of their own?"
Regan interrupted, "Kev, who knows really but I'm guessing they don't want the planet so dirty with radiation they can't exploit it later."
"Can't we just take out the Coran ship?" Rod asked.
"You already know the answer to that Rod, we don't have any weapons and even if we did we wouldn't start a war. Let's not forget in a nuclear war it's a case of whoever shoots first everyone loses."
"I think we should hear the recommendations of our Minister of Defense." Leah suggested.
"How insightful of you Leah, I thought everyone had forgotten." Ham activated the wide screen. "We need a short term solution and plans for what will inevitably follow. Short term I propose we station flights of ADF's over Wellington and Hawaii. We have one hundred and fifty ADF's so that will be fifty over wellington and fifty over Hawaii. Nothing will get through those screens and provided the missiles they fire have enough fuel we can redirect them anywhere."
"And what about the other fifty . . .?" Kevin asked.
"They will be stationed watching the Coran vessel."
"For what purpose?"
"In case they turn out to be typical Coran's"
"Which means . . . ?" Kevin drew it out.
"Which means they act like dirty shifty lying bastards and go for a different target altogether."
"You say that's the short term plan, what's next?"
"Once they realize our mode of defense they're likely to spray things around a little more randomly, and something might just get through. So, once we know they've shot first I can go to my next step."
"Which is . . . ? Shit Ham, it's like pulling teeth."
Ham paused before replying. "I can't say at this stage, except it involves Rod, it's got to stay a secret."
"From us?" Kevin asked in surprise, looking around the room.
"No . . . from Rod."
"Eh!" Rod squeaked.
"And no one seems to be mentioning the elephant in the room." Regan looked around, "You can you know."
"That's because it's not remotely on the table, Capiche." Somehow Ham made the last word reverberate around the room. No one spoke.
"Ham," Regan broke the heavy silence, "I appreciate your support and I know you all support me, but I will not allow one person to suffer for me. I can fight my own battles." They knew she meant it.
"Regan, it's bigger than you now." Ham wasn't giving in. "You said yourself they have their eyes on a bigger prize. Sure Beria wants revenge, but the Coran's have their eyes on the system. Giving yourself up won't save anyone in the long term. And anyway, you don't have to; no one is going to be hurt."
 

* * *
 

I'm running, in the outer ring with Leah, the pipe stretching away to the right with a waxing crescent view of blue Earth, to the left a magnificent moon, huge, bright and beautiful. Pounding along the track, the pipe above our heads and Sherpa's, they seem close enough to touch as they exit the moonward end shuttling sections to the spoke. I imagine I can see people working on the stub, their families in the pipe, their friends at home, my friends in Wellington, the team at Riverside, the dog walkers on the river, the hundreds of thousands in the city, it all seems very real. Then I hear a shout, "Regan!" like a call for help but I'm distracted, I see Kev and Mary and the twins, "REGAN!" I hear the shout again, then it's mom and Jared, Bob Jarvis, the people of the Wairarapa, of Kapiti, of Hawaii, the oceans, the radiation, "REG . . . . . ." And I'm sprinting now, running desperately away, I'm like a hamster in a wheel, I can't escape, this crushing sense of terrible responsibility bearing down until I stumble, falling against the glass, a giant crack opening, sucking me through, I'm fighting for breath and then I feel arms pulling, dragging me back, and I wake up . . .
And I'm left with a memory, a voice, not one I remember hearing, ever.
[And what does it say?]
It just says, "Don't worry . . . this too will pass."
 

* * *
The Interceptor slipped off The STEIN Traveler and drifted down the pipe earthward drawing looks from the lengthwise corridors and waves from the USD flight decks as it passed. Just the one passenger though no one could see. Leah would worry when she woke but rather that than wake her. I'm the one who can't sleep.
[Thanks for doing this Ham. Take me there please]
[Just to be clear, you're not going to actually say hello]
[Is that a question?]
[No, I won't let you do it]
Earth in all its glory hung glorious from nothing, a day when clouds seemed gathered in clumps especially for her, leaving great swathes of ocean and continent to view.
[So you really are in control, I can't do whatever I want]
[Oh come on . . . This one thing. So I won't let you give yourself up. You can always make me do anything and you know it]
[Oh really . . . so how do I do that?] She teased him half heartedly, filling in time, distracted by the beautiful view and her melancholy mood. He didn't answer.
[Seriously] And she sat up now [How do I make you do anything?]
[Really? . . .] He hesitated [You're going to make me say it?]
She smiled [It's just a word Ham]
He sulked in silence . . . .
She settled back victorious into her chair, and answered for him. "It's called 'lurve' Ham my man," she drew it out comically . . . "And you got it reeeal bad!"
Settling back, not expecting a reply she tapped into flight data. They were slowing now after a blistering passage earthward, forty thousand kilometers per hour and soon to be orbiting. Where are you, you Coran bastard?
[They're geostationary over Europe; we'll be able to see them soon don't worry]
They chatted about Jared, his state of mind (good) creative talent (even better) and the future, school, other children, fitting in. Then, aware that Ham was steadily slowing she began to search forward focusing on centre screen, knowing he would be right on the button. Sure enough the warship grew in her vision. Ham circled the ship, some might say arrogantly.
[You're not going to sniff its rear are you?] She asked.
[Oh this is just our little game]
[Uh huh . . . and what are they doing]
[Ignoring me, pretending they don't care]
[And how do you know that?] She asked, taking everything in, the ships immense size, flight decks centre ship on both sides and raked out, presumably so that smaller vessels could approach on an angle from the rear, while she's running on fusion power?
He didn't answer, settling them into a stationary position, bow to bow around two kilometers apart, like a game of chicken.
Regan stood and walked to the small galley. Pouring coffee she returned to centre control and stood there, legs apart, braced, coffee cradled in both hands blowing gently over the surface and staring at the behemoths nose. What are they thinking?
 

On the Coran ship Merryl sat calmly, one long leg crossed over the other, his chin resting on an arm propped on the rest, his eyes fixed on the black wedge aforeships. He too was clearly thinking. A slight smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. He contemplated the moment coming, the moment of capitulation, when she would either yield or be abandoned by the fearful. Privately he hoped they would hold out and test his resolve. You are an insect, and I am a patient hunter. I can wait.
 

She looked past the Warship searching the background for shapes. "Where are the ADF's?"
"They're out there, too small to see from here with your eyes, even that left one."
Suddenly the screen view changed to a schematic with the Coran warship at centre. Surrounding the vessel she could see a screen of small shapes, holding station motionless, equidistant from each other. Their own position at the front of the ship looked somehow quite ridiculous and provocative.
"Why don't they fire on us?" Regan asked.
"There are two answers to that question; one is what they tell themselves, the other is closer to the truth. They tell themselves they are the stronger; that they are in control. They have issued the challenge and the ball is now in Earths courts, as you are want to say. Looking us in the eye here and not reacting is a demonstration of their confident superiority."
"And the real reason . . . ?"
"They're nervous understandably. They lost two of their best back in Gliese, and they don't know how we did it. Hence they don't threaten us, just in case we have something over them. Instead they threaten, not us but our friends, and in doing so they remind us that even if we do have something over them, others will come after them, and many will die."
"Then we need a lasting solution Ham."
"I await your word with warm wiring."
Her eyes were still glued forward as if trying to outstare them. "It's a big ship, what's their technology like?"
"Compared with Earths, it's light years ahead. Compared with ours they're backward, a very, very distant second place."
"When you say ours, you mean . . ."
"I mean ours, yours and mine."
"Really, ours is that much better?"
"Regan I don't think you realize. You think Mariners technology was everybody's, it wasn't. Oh sure the others have exotic matter power sources, displacers, warp drives, neural webs and the like. But there are levels of sophistication. Mariner was a lead in developing the technology which they all benefit from. But Mariner tinkered tuned and incorporated new developments all the time. Comparing their ship to The STEIN, well they simply don't compare and now with Aarons tinkering, they're falling light years behind again."
"He's that good, I had no idea." She was amazed.
"You should access a bit more of the data available to you. Don't be offended but you've been distracted lately. You need to let your creative side back into the game."
"Actually I do feel the right is enjoying more time in the sun."
"Sure, you're having fun, but don't toss out your accountant. Some of your best work is when both sides are working together with a bit of disciplined focus. It would be useful if you spent a bit of time talking to Aaron. Something tells me more of his 'out there' ideas would come to fruition if he was working with you."
"So what's an 'out there' idea look like?"
"Well, for example, now that he has access to the virtually unlimited power sources we enjoy, and to Mariners dream notes, you should see how his thoughts are developing on worm holes."
She sat silent for a while considering just that thought. "Hmm, now you have piqued my interest . . . I'll make a point of it." Then she drifted off again.
"Regan, I can see you're thinking, but I can't read it, what are you screening from me?"
"Sorry" and she leant forward, resting her chin on her hands, still staring at the Coran vessel, "I didn't even realize I was doing it. I was thinking . . . Ham . . . I want that ship."
"I want to destroy it too. Don't worry I've got it all planned."
"No . . . I mean I want it, I have a use for it, and for a good many of those crew. I said it before Ham, we need a lasting solution and that ship will help us get it."
"Now that's more like it. Action woman is back, come on, spill it, tell me more."
"Take us home first please, I've seen enough."
They seemed to hang there a moment longer, Ham slowly turning the interceptor's rear to the warship. And then, with a ridiculous display of power, he summoned maximum displacer speed to disappear in an illusory blink.
 

 

[I don't take for granted your feelings you know]
[I know]
[And I love you too]
[I know that too]
[That's good . . . Just to be clear]
 

* * *
 

For that brief time between waves and line change, contemplating the starscape proved a welcome relief. Marin sprawled over Regan's chair, ungainly and uncomfortable, considering the nature of existence. It was a fruitless exercise.
"Are you trying to punish yourself sitting like that?" Ham finally asked.
"I'm staying alert."
"You stay like that and you'll soon be inert. Talk to me, what's going on in that head?"
"We should have killed her; I should have killed her, while I could. Why didn't I Ham?"
"You're not mad enough Marin, close but not enough. Look matricide is a tough ask, it's not you and I'm glad it's not. You should be angry with me; I'd have no problem killing the witch."
"But you didn't."
"You know why and I regret it."
"Regan?"
"Regan and Sindali both. I wish I'd never heard them say it. Spare her life they said, spare her life . . . well, I wonder what they'd say now?"
"You could have just ignored them."
There was silence for a moment, and then they both laughed.
"Still," Marin continued, "I can't leave this now. That woman will keep making people miserable as long as she lives. On top of that Sindali is in exile and something tells me they won't be safe from Beria, even on Tihan. I've got to go back."
"Let's get this over with first Marin. Something tells me that when Regan hears about Steph you won't need to go back alone."
Marin swung his long legs back down onto the floor. "How long have I got?"
"Until we get back . . . about three days, only this final line and we're there."
"Let's run in hot Ham, I'll go crazy crawling in from the belt."
Fresh focus motivated him and Marin plunged into his exercise routine. Punishing sets of every exercise he could dream up had been useful to distract him but also created a dilemma. How can I turn up in the best shape in years, while Steph lies dead in that room?
* * *
 

Merryl ignored her as he escorted the young pilot to his quarters for briefing. Terrin fumed quietly at her station. He hadn't called for her since the demand for Stein and his attention had been focused solely on the next phase of his plan. Not so focused however that he didn't find time to bond with the youthful deliverer of his vengeance.
Terrin missed nothing. As Technical Officer she could access visuals from every cabin, corridor and flight deck, even the most private spaces on ship. Today she couldn't bring herself to make the intrusion. If she saw the nervous officer one more time spread against that wall or on her knees before him Terrin would go crazy. She rose, quickly entering the lift and punched for the decks before she could change her mind.
The doors opened to the main flight deck and she stood for a moment taking in the two huge bombers being prepped for tomorrow's flight. So much for promises Earth, you will learn what I know only too well. Merryl is a monster. The thought didn't stop her going about her tasks, final technical checks on all systems and confirmation the missiles were armed and programmed as she had instructed. Merryl had not been pleased to see hordes leaving the City of Wellington, or the planes and shiploads of fearful escaping Hawaii. No, they would strike hard and early, on both Wellington and Hawaii. Then we will see how long they hide Stein. Six days, not seven or eight, the element of surprise and unpredictability, a great way to spread terror.
 

* * *
 

Leah walked back into Control on The STEIN Traveler, a coffee in each hand and no real expectation that Regan would indulge. She could tell nothing had changed since she left for the galley. Regan looked comfortable, that at least was a relief, but neither did she look remotely present. Anyone not familiar with Regan's transformation would have been extremely concerned. Leah however understood completely. It was still the stuff of occasional nightmares although she had never mentioned it to her friend. However it was time for a break and her patience was wearing thin. Regan could be roaming cyberspace for hours if left to her own devices and Leah judged it wasn't healthy. She strolled over and drifted the steaming mug under Regan's nose, back and forward, slewing the brew around until she could see the nostrils twitching. Knowing she was coming around Leah relaxed into the adjacent seat and waited.
"You could have just called you know." Regan spoke before opening her eyes and smiled, extending her hand for her favorite drop.
"This is much more fun," Leah carefully placed the coffee in the dangling hand. "So, where were you before you were so rudely interrupted?"
"I was in a little ADF with Ham watching the ship. The flight decks are open. Something is happening I'm sure of it."
"We've still got a day, why would they bother going early?"
"It's the terrorist operandi. Uncertainty is far more powerful than predictability. When nothing is predictable you can keep a population in fear twenty four seven. The bastards are going to go early I'm sure of it."
"You need to rest Regan. When was the last time you had a decent sleep?"
Regan opened her eyes and turned to look at her friend. "I can't believe how fast you have managed to get deep in here," and she tapped her heart. "Thank you for looking out for me, but honestly, things are on the move. Help me hold it together for the next few days and we'll be through the worst, I'm sure of it. Ham is confident we can win this, I just wish we could control the panic down there," and she pointed downward. They both knew there had been four days of mayhem. "God Leah, I can't believe more people have been killed trying to escape cities than are likely to be even injured in this conflict, if there even is one."
Leah dropped back into her chair. "The term 'nuclear strike' tends to have that effect, I think they can be forgiven for just a touch of panic don't you think?" She leant forward in concern. "What if you're right and they are moving early, Hawaii's been less spooked up till now, suppose they hit the Islands straight away too?"
Regan looked skyward, "Ham can we have the joy of your input too please, or are you otherwise occupied with some Aaronic love affair or other."
Ham didn't reply.
Regan and Leah exchanged glances. What's up?
"Regan, give me a moment, I'm updating." There followed a long pause, and then, "Regan, Marin's back . . . and we need to talk." A chill seemed to pass through them both at his voice. He sounded dire.
 

Regan closed her eyes and followed the feed. This time Leah didn't interrupt, she could see from Regan's face whatever she was following was far too important to joke about. Only when she saw Regan curl up in her chair and the tears begin to roll down her cheek did she go to her, wrapping the now sobbing woman in her arms, desperate, no idea of what had happened but assuming the worst.
 

* * *
Rob Jarvis stood at the window of the top floor Beehive Cabinet room in Wellington. Three days to go. He swallowed hard. The hovering ADF's hung eerily in clear skies. Too high to pick out detail but there nonetheless, black wedges against a blue backdrop. If they were moving they could be vultures he thought gloomily. He leant on the back of the chair pushed up to the windows and nervously chewed at a nail, caught himself and shook the hand away as if he wanted to throw the habit. No sooner had he done that than his hands went to his head to massage his tense scalp furiously. Shit I hope those bastards don't change their plans and hit Auckland. His thoughts went to his family. Is there anywhere safe? Regan, we're in your hands, shit, shit, shit!
He turned back to the two remaining Cabinet Ministers still with him in Wellington. Maureen Collins, Minister of Foreign Affairs this term and Mr. fixit, Sid Elliot. For a moment Bob mused on how empty the room felt with the other twenty members of Cabinet setting up an emergency group in Auckland in case of the worst. He swallowed again, his mouth dry at the thought. "How many of the Embassies are still represented in town Maureen?"
"There are four Bob, Australia, the USA, Japan and surprisingly China. You've got to give it to them. They don't have to stay. It's either the supreme sacrifice or they have supreme confidence in STEIN."
"The latter in my view," Sid opined. "There are stakes going into the ground here for the future. This is dangerous stuff for sure, and the first real defensive test for Arteis systems, certainly on this scale. Seriously, if she delivers here its boom time for us and our allies, if she doesn't, well, I guess it's a different kind of boom."
Another surprise, they laughed.
"Bob . . ." They all turned, it was the Cabinet Secretary, "The President is on line."
They sobered quickly. "Thanks John, put him on screen." The three quickly took their seats.
The face of Cliff Johnston on screen was strangely encouraging. He seemed to be gathering notes and they could see Anne Marshall in a chair to the side.
"Cliff, it's good to get your call, I have Maureen Collins and Sid Elliot with me, and we're it here in Wellington this week as I'm sure you'll understand. What can we do for you?" Bob settled back in his seat.
"Well first we feel for you all there. I know you must be under tremendous pressure. I wouldn't blame you for being out of town this week that's for sure."
"We're in the right place Cliff, and we're sure we'll still be here next week too."
"That's partly why I'm calling Bob, we're sure there's going to be a next week too, hence our Ambassador remaining, but shit I wish the markets held our confidence. The Dow is tanking again, in fact markets all over the world are in strife. The Dollar's plummeting and I can see three days of the world standing still while everyone waits for the apocalypse. Have you heard anything from Regan, we've been trying to contact them to see if they can make some statement of encouragement but we can't get hold of anyone there. Hilary just says they're in defense meetings. What can you tell me?"
"I'm embarrassed to say nothing Cliff. Normally I'd have a hot line through but you're right, today we didn't get our regular update and things have gone quiet. All I can tell you is our ADF screen is tight and Hilary tells us she expects a statement of some sort will be out later today our time."
"So I guess we just wait, you'll contact us if you hear anything won't you?"
"You know we would Cliff, what about news from The Step? Do they know anything?"
"Bottom line Bob is that we're only just getting established there. It's great to have a share of the platform but developing it is a huge undertaking, even with help. No, at this stage we need Hillary Station for everything. They're still the communications hub."
"What about the Russians?"
"Concerned looks and not much else, they're stonewalling us. Sokolov still looks like the cat that got the cream. I doubt he even cares about the chaos going on." They could see, even on screen that Johnston was struggling with something else he wanted to say. Finally he was rescued by Anne Marshall.
"Bob, The President doesn't want to ask this, neither do I, but can you tell us, Has Regan considered, you know, trusting this to the courts either here or in Coran?"
Jarvis sucked in a big breath. "It's the obvious question isn't it so I don't blame you for asking. The bottom line for me is that I trust her word. Regan believes this business with her is just a personal vendetta, nothing more so if she did go back there she'd be dead. She would still do that if she felt it would save us but she doesn't. The vendetta is a side show. The Coran's are scouting for a new mineral rich system and they like ours for a new colony. Her feeling is that either her team deals with it now or we deal with it on our own later. In other words it'll still happen sometime. Which would you prefer?"
Johnston looked thoughtful, and resigned. "With the technology the Coran's have I guess it's a no brainer. If STEIN can't deal with it now we're stuffed anyway. Space will be out for us for generations, if ever, and the best we can hope for is some costly Gorilla war on the ground. It doesn't bare thinking about."
An air of resignation settled on both rooms. "I'll call you as soon as we know something Cliff; they may even call you direct."
"Take care there." The screen blanked.
Jarvis stood and stretched. No one spoke for several minutes then as if by mutual agreement they moved to the drinks cabinet. They were too wired to keep talking.
 

* * *
 

Leah guided Regan to her room. She was inconsolable and for an hour Leah just lay with her until exhaustion took over and Regan fell into a deep sleep.
Slipping away Leah returned to control.
"Ham . . . what happened?" She hugged herself nervously.
"Stephanie's dead Leah. They arrived in Dahlia and as we know, but they didn't, Beria and the Coran's were in charge. They were ambushed on arrival. Stephanie was shot on sight, they probably thought it was Regan. Marin couldn't do anything."
"Can you show me?"
"It isn't pretty."
"I think I've probably seen worse. I know Regan's seen it, I want to understand."
The view from the Transport was from behind. She could tell Marin was uneasy as they walked toward doors on the orbital flight deck. Something about the man with them unsettled him. But then it all seemed to happen so fast. The doors opening and the blast were almost simultaneous. There was no time for them to register the weapon, Steph was already dying. Marin was hit from behind in a sucker tackle and driven into the lift. She could see him struggling, ripping at the gunman's legs as the doors closed. Steph' seemed startled. She looked down at her stomach at the hole which was evident even from behind and then she crumpled to the deck. The flash as Ham snatched her was so quick she must have hardly landed and then the screen went blank. The next view was of Stephanie on the Control floor. She was clearly dead.
Leah sat for a while processing the horror. For a moment her thoughts were quite personal. It had only been weeks and life had lurched from one crisis to another. She felt like a different person, shell shocked, weary. But quickly her concern switched back to Regan, and Marin, and Ham.
"How are you feeling about this Ham, it must be difficult for you too?"
"I feel . . . guilty. I had a difference, with Stephanie, on the way over. I don't think I was as concerned, watchful, or as alert as I should have been. All the signs were there, Dahlia was gone, and I shouldn't have let them go in like that."
"Would they have listened?"
"Probably not, it is Marin's home orbital after all. Honestly, an attack like that is unheard of there. But still, we argued, she's dead; we didn't really put it right."
"Ham, I feel for you. I had an experience like that with my parents, and it cuts you up. You can't do anything about it. So I can understand how you feel and all I can say is something Regan mentioned to me the other day. This pain, well, it too will pass."
She stood up to leave. "Ham, I'm going back down to Regan. I hate to say this to you now and forgive me please if I sound like a heartless bitch. But we're in the biggest shit storm of our lives right now and we need you on your game. There's no one else who can hold this together like you. Leave things on Station to Hilary and look after us out there. I'm sorry to put it on you. All I can offer is if you'd like to talk, anytime, just buzz me." She walked from the room. He didn't reply.
 

At that same moment in a strange phenomenon, all one hundred and fifty ADF's, fifty over Wellington, fifty over Hawaii and the flight surrounding the Coran vessel shifted, exactly one meter to the right. It was the equivalent of a soldier shifting weight from one foot to the other. The behemoth watchers moved a meter nearer their subject at the same time. Ham was in the game.
 

* * *
 

"What are they doing Terrin?"
"Watching and waiting sir, as they have since arrival." She was brusque and didn't look up. Merryl ignored her attitude and brushed by on his way to the flight deck.
Terrin paused a moment to gather her thoughts then continued tapping the keys, making final adjustments for the new attack times. Programming the smart missiles would have been a breeze if Merryl would only settle on what he wanted. She considered the projections on blast area and casualties and shook her head in despair. Not in several lifetimes had anyone viewed or experienced fallout from this type of action. It disturbed her that Merryl radiated an interest in using these weapons that bordered on psychopathic. His disappointment at the thousands escaping the cities was shocking, not just to her but other crew she could tell. He acted as if he was being robbed of his sport. Bringing the launch date forward and in particular hitting the Hawaii more than a day earlier than advised signaled the interest in Regan Stein was paper thin. It almost seemed he didn't want the woman at all. What were his orders, really?
She logged out of the missile program. A discrete but nervous glance around control and she could see the few crew present were busy at their stations. Accessing Merryls files she looked long and hard at the folder marked confidential . . . this was crossing a line. With her technical security clearance she could access anything on ship, a right which to the best of her knowledge, Merryl remained unaware. She hesitated, her precious pass code finger poised over the touch screen, voice command out of the question. Holding her breath she brought the finger down, tapping the screen lightly. The folder opened like a flower. A cursory glance and the first file to catch her eye was a visual, simply marked 'Ryman'. Another touch and she could see it was a visual from the Shuttle. Bracing herself, she opened the recording. Watching from inside the airlock at Rymans panicked face, there was only a moment before the door opened and the view followed his tumbling body as it spilled out into space, a cold chill passed down her neck. A quick check showed it had been accessed forty seven times by the Commander, ten by the pilot. Bitch! All nervousness about what she was doing dissolved and Terrin scanned the many files. She hesitated at a folder designated with her own name. Opening it she could see at least thirty visual recordings and shuddered before closing it and moving on.
A priority file caught her eye, simply marked 'Corannation'. Opening it she settled down to read the single document. They were orders. Reading slowly her tension increased with every second, the room suddenly unbearably warm. She unzipped her suit and fanned her face, finding it hard to believe what she was reading. Finally, she had seen enough. What do I do? Placing both hands on the desk she was suddenly rigid with stress.
Turning her attention back to the file she quickly copied and compressed it then opened communications. Again her hand hovered, caste with fear, this time over the send command. If I send, and he finds out, which he will . . . I'm dead. Understandably her hand hesitated as she stared at command icon . . . then noticed the flashing light in the corner of the screen. A welcome distraction she tapped it and immediately a message flashed up, full screen.
DON'T SEND. PLEASE REBOOT NOW!
Terrin reeled back in shock, thumping the touch screen to shut it down. At the sound surprised faces turned. She was running from the room.
 

* * *
 

The STEIN Transport, unusually restrained in its approach nudged in from the moonward end and respectfully drifted down the pipe, the Saucer drawing looks and questions from the early watchers.
Marin stood in control, his own nerves acute as he contemplated the next few hours. So much had happened since they left. Discovering he had almost lost Regan, finding out about the attempts on her life and the drastic actions taken to save it had been overwhelming. And now he had to bring Steph home. He would carry her in. She deserved that respect. Just as he had been brought up to date over the last twenty four hours he knew Regan would also have absorbed the truth. But what would she say? He couldn't bare the waiting.
Early morning on the pipe and the activity he could see was already picking up. Considering all he had heard it surprised him that things seemed like business as usual. Hilary's influence no doubt. Ham had hardly communicated with him on the approach and that suited his anxious mood. He asked Ham to keep their arrival quiet, he wanted to surprise Regan. What he would say he hadn't decided. They made their final spin and slotted into place underside of THE STEIN with a clunk.
 

Leah woke still wrapped around Regan and realized her friend was already awake. Propping on one elbow she leant over, gently stroking Regan's arm. "Are you ok?"
Regan put her hand on Leah's and squeezed it. "Numb but warming . . . That's life I guess, nothing can be taken for granted, nothing and no one." She stared off into the distance, her eyes unfocused.
"Come on Regan, things to do, places to go. Let's get you showered; you'll be in a better place to face things."
Regan allowed herself to be guided to the bathroom and just leant on the wall as Leah activated the water. Her head draped forward she drifted in her thoughts as Leah massaged her shoulders and neck, working down her arms and breasts. She let the warmth soak into her and began to luxuriate in the feelings.
 

Marin lifted the body, still cool and stiff but curled up as if sleeping. Cradling it in front of him he carried it to the lift and began the slow journey to the spare room next to his own. As he passed Regan's door he could hear the shower and gasped with tension. Laying Steph on the tidy bed, he removed the sheet wrapped around her and arranged it as best he could, leaving her face clear and surprisingly relaxed considering her last moment. He then washed his hands in the bathroom and made for Regan. Entering the room he considered how best to approach things. No sex, not even a hint, but a loving embrace yes. Show restraint. He stripped off his own suit, sniffing it and confirming the traces of Steph that made him shudder. He opened the room door and threw it outside into the corridor, then walked to the bathroom and hesitated before padding the door.
 

Leah had worked her way down Regan's body and now she knelt, working her way up each leg, massaging as she washed. Neither had spoken for some time, Regan allowing herself to enjoy the attention and feeling better by the minute. As Leah's hands reached her upper left leg Regan heard the door swish open. Looking up there was Marin. She looked into his face stunned but with unconscious delight. He looked surprised. Leah still kneeling was looking straight ahead, waist height. She was the first to speak.
"Err; hi . . . you must be Melon?"
Regan looked down at her strangely, Leah's hands still resting on her thigh. "Leah . . . the name is Marin."
She looked up at them both, embarrassed. "What did I say?"
It was perfect. Regan, so relieved to see him made eye contact with Marin and they laughed. She turned and embraced her lover lifting her legs to wrap them around him. Marin looked down at Leah and smiled. "Do you mind, we're going to need a minute . . . just to talk."
She nodded and Marin carried Regan to the next room, the door shutting behind them. Leah sat on the floor, still under the warm stream. She reached up for more soap and looked around the room. "We're going to need a bigger shower." She whispered.
 

Marin carried Regan into the room and sat her on the bed. Kneeling on the floor he took her hands. "I'm so sorry Regan."
She pulled his hands up to her chest and clutched them there. "It wasn't your fault; you have nothing to apologize for."
"Not that," he looked down and took a breath. "I'm sorry for what I did, with Steph, I shouldn't have."
She looked surprised. "You shouldn't be, we agreed, you've always been free."
"But not with Steph; I was a fool. It wasn't her fault either. She misunderstood something I said. It doesn't matter now but I want you to know she never would have done anything with me if she had understood properly."
She stroked his head. "I'm just glad your back and what shits storm you've come back to."
He reached up and stroked his hand down the left side of her head, looking closely for any sign of damage. He shook his head in amazement. "He's a genius, but don't tell him I said that." They both smiled. There were no secrets from Ham.
"Is she here Marin?"
"In her room; are you sure you want to see her?"
"Definitely, I need to say goodbye." And she stood, hauling a sheet off the bed and wrapping it round her. Marin did the same. They walked out into the corridor and he kicked his suit back into the room. They then padded Stephs door. Marin stood back and let Regan enter first. She stayed calm, sad but resigned to the truth. A night of grieving had left her empty, there was nothing left. Kneeling, she reached out and stroked a strand of hair off Stephs face. The sheet wrapped tightly around her she reached up to Marin and drew him down beside her.
"The shooter?"
"I killed him."
"I know . . . I just wanted to hear you say it. Thank you." They sat there quietly, lost in their own thoughts.
 

"Leah!" Hams voice intruded on her thoughts.
Still leaning against the wall, the shower off now, her legs splayed, a slight redness to her cheeks from the afterglow and the sudsy remains of the smooth soapy substance drying around her crotch, Leah looked up in surprise.
"Yes Ham, you know I can hear you."
"Are you finished?"
She smiled, "Is this what it's been like for Regan?"
He ignored her. "Leah, you need to get up, it's time for the talk."
"What talk?" She slowly climbed to her feet.
"You know, the talk, the 'we need you on your game talk'. It's good, they need it now, get going."
"Are you sure," She entered the bunk room. "Where are they?"
"They're in the spare room, with Steph, this is the time, come on."
She looked down at the floor and saw their suits laying there, with no sign of her own in the mess. She didn't search; walking quickly out into the corridor she passed Marin's room and saw the trail of water entering the room next door. She padded the door and walked in. They looked up startled, but clearly morose.
"Guys, Ham sent me, I'm sorry to be the one to do this. She looked at Steph's body. I'm really sorry about your friend. It'll take a long time to get over this I know, if ever. But right now is not the time to mope. We're in a war people and everyone needs to be on their game. Call me a bitch but I have friends too, in Hawaii and they could be dead in a week. You have friends in Wellington that face the same threat in two days. What part are we going to play in it? That's what I want to know. There's no time to sit around . . . ok?"
They looked back wide eyed. Leah remembered she was naked, the only naked person in the room and she looked down guiltily, the evidence of her recent attentions still smeared around her middle. "Right then . . . that said, I'll leave you to wind up here." she slipped out of the room.
Marin looked sideways at Regan. "She's a ballsy little thing isn't she?"
"You've got to admit, she's got what she needs," she smiled and winked. "Without her, and Ham, I wouldn't be here Marin and she's right, we'll revisit this, but we've got no time to dwell on it now. Everyone needs to be on deck."
She stood, resting a hand on Steph's head for a final time. She then pulled Marin up and they left the room without looking back. As the door closed the temperature dropped suddenly, the body immediately enclosed in a blue gel like field.
 

* * *
 

"Terrin!" At the bark she jumped, so on edge now it was becoming suspicious. Calming herself she turned to see Merryl had taken his command chair.
"Are you sleeping?" He glared across the room.
She had just been staring at a blank screen, terrified to activate it in case the message was still there. "No sir, just reviewing things in my mind, we have had quite a few changes. I want to make sure we get things right."
"You have another adjustment to make, another six hours earlier. Bring both forward and ensure they are primed for the same time. We want to make an impact."
"Yes sir." She didn't look at him, scared he would notice her distress. Touching the power button the screen lit up instantly. Her sigh of relief at the blank view drew another glare from Merryl then she almost bit through her tongue at the flashing light still there at the corner. Cursing inwardly she ignored it bringing up the missile programming instead. The bombers would deliver the cargo to within twenty kilometers and then drop them to do their work. After ignition her programming would carry them to target. It was a simple matter now to make adjustments although she hid that from Merryl. The more complicated he thought it was the safer her position. As she worked the Commanders secret orders haunted her and the several hundred Russian warheads loaded over the last week took on fresh horror status. So stressed she could hardly think she tried blotting everything out, letting her hands work on autopilot. Still the flashing light kept calling to her. Her hands poised over the keys and she hesitated considering the final inputs. Then a calm certainty came over her, about responsibility as a Coran. She considered only for a moment more, tapped in the changes with renewed confidence and saved them; missile changes locked. Job done she glanced down at the flashing light. With one hand poised over the power button she used the other to tap the icon. It flashed up quickly, the message the same. Before she had time to think she shut down the screen.
"It's done sir." Without commenting further she rose from her seat and left for her room. The urge to vomit was overwhelming and she found herself jogging, holding her stomach, only just making it and dropping to her knees retching just inside the door. May the stars forgive me, what have I done?
 

* * *
 

They gathered in the War Room, Marin openly staring as the two women entered with coffees. Regan caught his look and was surprised until she realized . . . The matching suits.
She smiled at him. "Good enough to eat huh?"
"Is that a promise?" He took a seat on the other side of the table, all the better to enjoy the view.
"Regan," Ham interrupted. "There are some matters to attend to. President Johnston has been chasing both us and Bob Jarvis. Hawaii is in panic, the share and money markets worldwide are tanking and as he points out the only thing people hate more than bad news is a vacuum. He feels they need something from us. All they can say with confidence at the moment is 'no comment'."
"Thanks Ham, I have been following that and I do have an idea." She looked thoughtful for a moment. "Ham, not that it matters but what's your degree of confidence that no missile will get through?" She waited swilling her coffee around like wine, savoring the bouquet.
"Degree of confidence . . .? I'd say almost one hundred percent."
"Hmm, let me put it another way. Would you allow me to go there and wait it out?"
There was a long pause, a feeling that somewhere calculations were frying circuits. Finally he answered. "I can give you a qualified yes."
"And the qualification is . . . ?
"That you stay within popping distance of the Interceptor, or whatever you take down."
"Thank you Ham, that's good enough for me. Here's what I think. Let's let it be known we are that confident we will be there too."
Marin leant forward, "Where exactly did you have in mind."
"Ground zero baby, right in the centre, let's send a signal to the people, the markets and the Coran's that it's business as usual as far as we're concerned, Wellington first, then Hawaii."
"I think we should cover both." Leah turned to Regan and gripped her arm. "Regan, the markets are tanking now, all over the world. We need to park there now in Honolulu, I'd say Waikiki Beach, really show them we're confident."
"But they're hitting Wellington first."
"I'm not so sure of that from what Ham tells me. Those sneaky bastards have other agenda's. What's to say they don't hit both at once, or Hawaii first?"
"We would have some time." Ham said. "The ADF's we have on station will report in as soon as anything moves from the ship. Having said that, Leah's right, there is a reasonable probability that they won't keep to their declaration."
"Ok, so how do we handle it?" Marin asked.
Leah spoke first. "Look, I don't mean to get in between you two or anything . . ."
There was an "OW!" from Marin and he reached under the table to rub his leg, giving Regan a wounded look.
"Continue what you were saying Leah." She glared at Marin.
Leah gave them both a strange look then continued. "What I was going to say was I think Marin should go to Wellington. For the big guy to be there is a real show of support from his people to this new family, New Zealand. Regan, you should go to Hawaii. It's a statement. It say's you stand with your allies and fall with them if necessary."
"I like it." Regan turned to Marin, "Did I tell you that Leah is my new Personal Advisor?"
"No you didn't," and he moved away from the table. "But I'm not surprised; you seem to have this talent of attracting hot young people." He was looking at Leah with a smile. "What about you Leah, where do you go?"
"I go with Regan." She could see him raise his eyebrows, "Hey," and she opened her arms appealing, "I'm an American, where else would I be?"
Marin leant back on his chair, conceding defeat. "There is another option, why don't we just shoot down this turkey?"
Regan looked disgusted with him. "One we don't have any weapons and two we don't shoot first, you know that."
"I have a weapon." From under the table he produced a ridiculously long pistol, something from the nineteen hundreds.
The two women looked stunned for a moment and Regan couldn't resist a poke. "Where did you get such a big gun?"
"I inherited it from my father." He said it in all seriousness and neither woman could hold back a laugh.
"Look," he continued, "I thought Ham could fly me in there close, pop me in, I pop the Coran and then Ham pops me back out. It would be fun."
"Actually," Ham sounded interested, "That does sound like fun."
"Well even if we put it to a vote," Regan was already standing, "It would be two, you and Ham, against two, as in us." She gestured to include Leah. "That means you lose."
They didn't bother questioning the logic.
"So when do we do this?" Marin came around to join her.
"First thing tomorrow, that way we'll be there two days early and we'll stay for the duration." she looked at him apologetically.
"Sooo . . . we all stay here tonight." He looked hopeful.
"All?" She looked from Marin to Leah. He left the question hanging.
"Well," and Leah grazed her eyes from one to the other, "I'm definitely staying here."
The 'zing' that each of them obviously felt at that moment was palpable. So real that Regan suspected Ham had sent some charge through the air. She didn't fight it.
 

As Marin used the bathroom both women lay in a tangle, utterly spent. Leah looked across at her friends face, just inches away and mouthed three letters. They didn't need translating. OMG! On returning to the room they could see him already becoming erect as he crossed the small space. Leah prodded Regan and she shook her head, no way. Marin stood expectant, as if to say . . . Well?
Finally Leah laughed and looked at Regan, "Well, I guess you're the boss." She rolled over to sit up. Looking up at Marin she quipped, "Enough big guy, this is as good as it gets." She reached out and began to stroke him with both hands, quickly drawing groans.
 

* * *
 

Anne Marshall didn't usually burst straight into his office. Cliff Johnston looked up from his desk, still weary from the defense briefing that taken up the last hour. In this sudden space age era regular defense seemed like so much hot air. Still the recent posturing by the Russians couldn't be ignored. They had spent most of the time discussing potential fallout from the expected Coran defeat. At least that was optimistic.
"I'm sorry Cliff; I've wanted to talk to you since just after your meeting started. Phil wasn't at his desk and I didn't want you to miss this."
She had his attention. He stood and walked around to her side. "So what's up?"
"We had word from Hillary Station an hour ago. They said Bob Jarvis had called and advised 'they understood', that was all they said initially. Then half an hour ago we got word that they're on their way to Honolulu, and they're staying, right through the crisis."
"Who's on their way?" He looked confused.
"Regan Stein and her Assistant, she's American by the way. They're parking up in Honolulu as we speak. Put on CNN."
Johnston reached for the remote and activated the huge wall screen. Switching to CNN he could see the live feed. It was two in the afternoon in Hawaii and it looked glorious. They could see the STEIN Interceptor settled on a clear space on Waikiki beach. Although probably empty only minutes ago already they could see people running down from the hotels and road to get close.
"That AI of theirs . . ."
"His name is Ham," Johnston corrected her. "And you of all people should remember there is nowhere he can't access, despite our best efforts." He pointedly swiveled his eyes around the room and then returned to the screen and the growing crowd.
"Yes, well Ham has been on all the stations explaining Regan's confidence and what she's doing. It's no wonder people are turning out."
As they watched the Interceptor doors opened at the rear and two bikini clad women stepped out with towels. They waved then circled round to climb up on the curved roof of the Interceptor, placing their towels and stretching out to sunbathe. When the shorter one began to apply sunscreen to Regan they both laughed out loud.
"Oh I love it." Cliff patted Anne on the back conspiratorially. "This is perfect, what great television. They couldn't have done better. I've got to ask, why here, what's happening in Wellington?"
"Oh that's hilarious too; I've only got a still shot from our Embassy feed. Have a look at this." She couldn't help laughing as she handed it over. There above The Beehive Parliamentary offices the STEIN Saucer sat like a cap.
"It's the alien, Marin. The big guys sitting it out in Wellington can you believe it?"
They both sat down to watch. He handed the photo back to Anne and she laughed again just looking at it. He was watching the big screen unable to tear his eyes away. The camera was zooming in as the young woman slowly . . . applied . . . the . . . cream.
 

In Moscow Andrei Sokolov scowled at the screen. Pulled from his bed at four in the morning he was not in the mood for theatre. The show put on by Stein and the American enraged and unsettled him. As he watched the performance the first seeds of doubt began to enter his mind. The women's brazen confidence was bothering. But what can you do Andrei? We have made this bed and we must sleep in it. He'd seen enough. Tottering back he was resigned to one thing. He wouldn't sleep tonight.
 

* * *
 




Chapter Seven
 From a distance the little ADF visual zoomed in on the raked Coran flight deck, both decks were showing increased activity. In particular the sight of crew lining up either side of the entrances, clearly visible through the hazy field bubble that held in the atmosphere. And there was extra lighting, huge spotlights clearly directed out into the vacuum, all the better to record some impending departure? The deck crew seemed to be settling in, some sliding down the walls to sit, their long legs bent up in front of them, others clustered in groups chatting. Something was up. On this side a lone figure could be seen walking to the edge of vacuum. A male, he stood there, hands clasped behind his back, just staring out into the void. Then, with an exaggerated military turn he spun about and disappeared back into the bowels of the vessel. The image zoomed back, the people becoming insects, the entrance a crevice and finally the ship, a shrinking behemoth with the sun peeking out from behind it.
 

On that strip of Pacific Ocean between 174 and 157 degrees from prime meridian it was early morning. Not just another day. Regan lay awake in the Interceptor control chair, awake and online. It was seven in the morning Hillary/New Zealand time, six am Hawaii. Viewing the Coran vessel from a distance she accessed the ADF's camera and zoomed in on the flight deck port side.
[What's that Ham?]
He didn't need to answer. As they watched the nose of a craft nudged forward, a pointed nose not blunt like the other Coran shuttles. Deck crew moved out from the walls patting the nose for luck. It seemed very low to the deck, no sign of weapons, or a screen.
[Looks like we have action] Ham commented.
[This is early . . . There are still two days to go]
[Huh! By whose measure?] He radiated cynicism.
[What can we see from the other side Ham?] And the view changed, a starboard perspective with an almost identical flight deck and the nose of another twin craft enjoying the same superstitious attention. Humanoids, it seems we're all the same at heart, and with the same desperate potential for evil.
 

On Hillary Rod walked groggily to the bathroom. Two days to go and the late night commiseration party had gone on much longer than intended. He leaned forward on the basin trying to make out whether the haze on the mirror was mist or his vision. Memory of his drunken abject failure in bed with Minjee the night before assailed him and he looked down disgusted, gripping himself and stretching his penis out. "Where the fuck were you when I needed you?"
Looking back up at the mirror he was jolted back to reality.
FLIGHT DECK--NOW--ALONE--DRESS FOR ACTION.
"Holy fuck." He quickly splashed water on his face and combed it through his hair with fingers as he returned to the room still wet. Going to the cupboard he pulled on one of the new flight suits with the poofy, life saving, Chinese collar. Glancing down at the lightly snoring Minjee he hesitated, ALONE? He leant forward and considered kissing her, then thought better of it, discipline kicking in and he turned for the door. Without looking back he was gone.
Jogging down the pipe corridor he could feel his head clearing, the fuzziness being replaced by something of a cold dread. It crystallized his thinking . . . It's on!
 

Fortunately at that time Marin was alone. The sight of the ungainly two point one meter figure, naked and doing handstand press ups with something close to perfect balance would have been disturbing to anyone, all the more so because he clearly found it stimulating.
[Marin . . . we're on!] Ham announced his presence.
For a moment Marin balanced there, wobbling back and forward then dropped back to the floor looking as if he'd been pulled down by some central counterweight. He couldn't be faulted for focus.
[They're on the move?] He asked.
[Looks like it. They haven't launched yet but the activity on the flight decks seems to indicate they're getting ready]
Another presence intruded [How many of those press ups did you manage?] It was Regan.
[They weren't press ups; I was practicing a new . . .]
Ham interrupted [Focus people! Do we make an announcement?]
[Let's not alarm people] Regan subbed [If we're right it's too late to run anyway so best to keep up the PR and calm the populace if anything]
[They have TV crews over at the Beehive Marin, you could displace over there and ride it out with the PM]
[Good idea Ham] Regan agreed [and remember babe, cover that schlong before you go. I don't think the populace is ready for it]
[You've always had a way with words Regan, and what, may I ask are you two going to do?]
[I do have an idea, it's something like 'Come to the beach, see in the apocalypse'; Ham, what about contacting all the local stations here and encouraging people to come down to the beach, and tell them to bring deck chairs?]
[I'll get on to it. Now I'm going to sign off for a bit, I need to concentrate for my important conversation with Rod, it's going to be fun] Ham did indeed seem to disappear from the ether.
[We're going to be alright aren't we babe?] Regan asked.
[Almost certainly] Marin knew she'd be smiling.
[Well, better get going] She let the thought hang there, as if waiting for something.
[So I get Bob Jarvis and you get Leah Morgan, where's the fairness in that?]
[Aah Marin, delayed gratification, it's a wonderful thing]
 

Soaring out of the pipe, Rod was grateful for his routines. He had toileted before leaving and the unbelievable discovery of coffee on board would surely have tested his reserves had he not.
"So Ham, it's just you and me then huh, what's my role in all of this then?"
"You won't be doing anything for a while Rod, hence the coffee, but sit tight, yours is a very important role."
Rod flicked to the reverse screen, Hillary Station was already a distant light in the background. He took a sip of the brew. "I like it, I was born for important roles, so what do I do?"
"You're the bait Rod."
"I'm sorry?"
"No need to be sorry, it's wonderful that you're available."
"Sorry . . . ?"
"You keep saying that, no need to be sorry, you're perfect for this."
He was sitting up now dusting spills off his suit. "In what way am I suited to be bait for fucks sake?"
"I needed a living breathing human and you fit the bill well, on both counts, you're perfect!"
Rod was actually starting to smile, a wry smile but it was there nonetheless. "So it had nothing to do with my supreme flying ability, courage under fire and all round general good looks."
"That's right, nothing . . . nothing at all."
"Ok, all jokes aside, what am I doing?"
"I need you to confirm a body onboard. They won't know who it is at first but they can detect a life form from a distance. If I'm going to draw fire I need you here."
"If they haven't fired on the ADF's so far why do you reckon they'll fire on me?"
"Oh they wouldn't fire on you. They'll fire because they think its Regan."
"And they'll think that because . . . ?" he drew it out.
"Because that's the visual they'll see when we call on them to surrender."
Rod sat quietly sipping on the coffee, thinking. "And why me, on my own, why was it not possible for Minjee to be here with me?"
"Rod, life is far too precious, I couldn't risk two people on something so foolhardy, and anyway, you only need one rabbit for a dog to chase."
He sighed, slumping down in his chair. "In that case, I'm happy to be of service. So, what else can we talk about?"
He settled in to wait.
 

* * *
 

 

"We're rolling people." Ham thoughtfully included Leah via her earpiece. She looked sideways at Regan, suddenly glazed and distant, clearly following the action. She sighed with frustration and looked out over the growing carnival crowd. They had the best view here, perched seaward side of the beach, four meters up on the Interceptor roof and perched on borrowed deckchairs. She looked down at the deckchair donor, still leaning on the warm hull. They had promised to sign the chairs for him and she could see dollar signs light up in his eyes. They would be worth a fortune after this. Ah well, she thought, they are very comfortable.
Looking out over the mass of people it struck Leah how happy everyone was. They just needed a leader. Unconsciously she reached across and rested a hand on Regan's arm.
 

Marin had just finished the joint morning TV interview with Bob Jarvis and a smiling Ken and Barbie. He couldn't believe the inane questions. Apocalypse loomed and all they wanted to ask was, "What's your favorite food?", "What's Regan really like?" (Raised eyebrows with that one) "Have you seen the Lord of the Rings remake", and, "did you consider going for an Elf role?" Out of the corner of one eye he could see Bob Jarvis rolling his eyes. Nevertheless, his being there did seem to be putting everyone at ease. Ham's subbed intrusion snapped him alert. He leant across and whispered to the PM causing a slight buzz of excitement to pass around the impromptu studio.
The gushing interviewer leant forward, wide eyed. "Is it on?"
He looked back at her, surprised at her eagerness. "Yes, yes I think it is, in a few hours. It's going to be a great day. I suggest people find the best place to watch and settle in for a show. It might be a bit far away for the eye but we'll make sure you get to watch on screen. Now, Bob and I need to meet privately. Thank you for your interest." He stood to leave, carefully maneuvering around Barbie who had placed herself inappropriately close. He felt her hands graze his hips as he passed. They exited quickly for the ninth floor Cabinet Room.
 

For the second time in two days Anne Marshall invaded the Oval Office and Cliff Johnston looked up warmly. In this administration the Vice President had proved almost nonexistent from a policy point of view. A great hand shaker and excellent after dinner speaker he had played an administration PR role well. But Anne had proved the rock. Well respected by other world leaders and a great sounding board for Johnston, it also helped hugely that she had the ear of the STEIN organization. She had earned this kind of privilege.
One look at her as she entered and the smile faded from The Presidents face. "They're coming for us?"
"We don't know yet sir, but all the signs are that they're moving. I've just heard from Hilary, at Hillary . . ." She sighed, "you know what I mean. It seems the Coran's are preparing for launch and all the signs are two vessels, probably bombers. That sounds like they're hitting both of us, Wellington and Hawaii."
"How long . . . ?"
"I asked the same question. Hilary couldn't say but following launch she said they could be in position in an hour at most. That means sometime in the next few hours perhaps. I just thought you should know." She turned to leave but he called her back.
"Stay Anne . . . that is, unless you've something more important to do?"
She shook her head. "What could be more important than this?"
He moved around the desk to join her. Let's pour ourselves a drink and settle in. He hit the remote lighting up the big screen. Thousands of people on deck chairs sunning on the beach filled the picture and they stretched as far as the camera could reach. It was obviously a huge party. "Well," He looked across at Anne. "I'd hate to miss out." He walked purposefully to the drinks cabinet.
 

In Moscow Sokolov emerged tired and scowling from his private rooms. "Well, why have you woken me again, what is happening?"
"We don't know sir, no one will talk to us but something is clearly about to happen. All news stations around the world are reporting it." The aide looked extremely uncomfortable. He knew it would be like this. Don't say anything and be disciplined for incompetence. Say something and risk discipline for incompetence. He chose the latter, it was a numbers game.
Sokolov settled into an available armchair. "Screen!" he barked.
The screen lit up on CNN. Behind the reporter speaking he could see the thousands sunning on a brilliant day. It only served to increase his foul midnight mood. "Get me chocolate drink," he called over his shoulder then settled into the hard chair. "And get me Coran commander!" he yelled it through the open door.
Nervously the aide poked his head around the corner. "Sir, as I said, it's no good, no one will speak to us."
"Chocolate!" he yelled again.
 

* * *
 

Port and starboard deck crew disappeared out of view into the vast flight deck interior. A slight lift of the crafts nose indicated impending movement then the Bombers drifted forward, piercing the fields as they passed through, soaring out into vacuum. Although tiny by comparison to the huge warship Regan allowed her left hardware to calculate the size, knowing they must in themselves be significant vessels. The answer was swift. They looked larger than the figures suggested. Forty meters long and with a wingspan of thirty meters she realized the cargo area must be bulkier than first impressions. The wings, if that is what they were, seemed to take up about half the flight deck opening.
The two craft drifted casually away from the behemoth before powering up and accelerating rapidly. She didn't need to check the data on likely destination. They were clearly skirting the globe. In only a few hours at their present speed they would be over the pacific.
[Ham, can we get a view from underneath?]
[Onto it]
The rapidity of response thrilled her. It seemed only a second and she was looking upward at what obviously were bomb doors beneath the vessels. It somehow seemed antiquated but she was under no illusions. The missiles deposited from those doors would have all the smarts to accomplish their goals. They must shoot first.
[Give me a good look at them]
Again the response was thrilling. Experiencing the new ADF's in action was a revelation. Faster, more maneuverable and ultimately far more adaptable the performance was a stunning revelation. Ham was right. They were light years ahead of the Coran's. It seemed inconceivable, yet obviously true. Having acknowledged that, these Coran vessels carried death and they were light years ahead of anything Earth could throw up in defense, other than the ADF's . We might be smart and advanced but those missiles are projectiles that will still achieve their end given half a chance.
Swinging into atmosphere over the Antarctic one craft accelerated away northward. They're coordinating their attack; they're going to hit both targets at once.
 

With nothing better to do Leah scanned the crowd, watching one man in particular although she covered her interest well. It was instinctive. Something about his look when they had made eye contact much earlier, when he was further back on the road. He had quickly looked away, the reaction drawing her attention. Now she noticed he was at the foot of the interceptor, looking away but slowly shifting sideways, gaining better line of sight, to Regan.
"Ham?" She whispered.
"Leah." His reply came instantly to her earpiece, a redundant whisper.
"The man in blue, edge of the ship to my right, blond hair . . ."
"Really . . . now?" He was still whispering.
She could see him reaching into his pocket and beginning to turn.
"Ham, snatch him, now!" . . . and he was gone.
Rising nonchalantly she slipped down over the hot black surface and entered the Interceptor. Standing shocked and encased in a blue field she could see Ham had left only his Head free. The man's hand was still in his pocket.
"What's going on, how did I get in here?" He sounded genuinely panicked.
"What have you got in your pocket?" she asked, eye to eye.
"Nothing . . . Just cigarettes."
"Ham . . . let him go please."
The field relaxed and he appeared to drop as if the field had held him up. As he moved the hand came from the pocket like a flash. She could see metal and smacked him hard in the throat putting everything into the blow right on the Adams apple. He winced closing his eyes for an instant only to feel her foot smash into his forearm, the resulting crack audible even to people outside the vessel. If he could have screamed he would have but it was too late. As he doubled forward in pain she backhanded him snapping his head so violently to the side he dropped to the floor with a sickening thud.
"Oh!"Ham sounded surprised. "I thought you had plans for him . . . I didn't see that coming."
Leah reached down and extracted the small weapon from the man's hand, a revolver. Quickly searching his pockets she could find no identification. "Shall we just pop him back out there?"
Ham waited "Leah, check his pulse. If I'm right, he's dead."
She didn't bother. "He was angling for Regan . . . When is it going to stop Ham?"
"Maybe never, I have a feeling though, all roads lead to Sokolov. When we've dealt with him, she might have some peace. Leah, get back out there, the attack is underway, and there may be others in the crowd."
 

With one bomber holding station over the South Pacific the other continued north still in the upper atmosphere but beginning to curl down gathering speed. As with the STEIN craft resistance seemed nonexistent, the bomber appearing to slip through the air effortlessly. No heat, no wind turbulence just unerring accuracy as it honed in on target. As the observers, Regan, Marin, the team at Hillary Station and Ham watched, the second bomber holding station suddenly dipped one wing and began its own approach coordinating it perfectly. Hurtling into atmosphere both craft now lost altitude rapidly eating up the kilometers at incredible speed and only beginning to slow as they leveled out around one hundred kilometers from target and ten thousand meters altitude. Bomber doors opened and the long missiles dropped, one from each craft, falling with their own momentum until seconds' later rockets ignited and they streaked away. The Coran vessels effortlessly fell into pursuit tracking the missiles down, perhaps to protect but more likely to record their destructive impact.
 

On the split screen Bob and Marin followed the action. As the missile streaked away they knew it was toward Wellington.
"What happens now?" Jarvis voice was flat.
"Marin swung his feet onto the table. This where we hand over to our Minister of Defense Bob, have faith."
 

In Washington, Cliff Johnston watched with similar feelings. On his third Bourbon his mood was one of quiet resignation. For the president of the United States this was galling, to be powerless, nervous, disbelieving. He had seen plenty of missiles in flight before, but not directed at the States, and not without any real power to respond.
 

In both locations CNN's coverage was comprehensive. They had one channel dedicated to wellington and one to Hawaii. Flicking between the two showed remarkably similar split screen pictures. On one side the view was of incoming missiles, Ham trailing ADF's to transmit views of the respective Coran chasers and missiles streaking ahead on their deadly paths. On the other side they focused upward, as if searching for the incoming angel of death. As billions watched around the world, whether via the Wellington feed or Honolulu, both pictures revealed the same coordinated response. They showed a single lonely ADF holding position above each city. In the distance, dozens of black shapes hovered, waiting.
 

Leah joined Regan back on the top of the Interceptor. Swinging her chair around she fully reclined it to lay back and follow what action she could. Once settled she looked up, adjusting her glasses. It worried her that the ADF looked even closer than before, hovering centre Island. Regan seemed in a trance, watching? Organizing? . . . There was no way to tell and she didn't bother her. What could she do? Screams from the crowd drew her attention. People were pointing and looking up; squinting into the distance she too could see the jet trail coming from the south. Behind it she could make out an aircraft, easier to see and clearly following the trail. Looking back inland the ADF was moving. It looked ridiculously small from this distance, like a bird gliding in place. Her eyes began to swing back and forth . . . The missile, still mainly visible from the trail, the ADF constantly moving, like a boxer, the missile a dark dot now, the ADF settling, the missile curving upward, climbing as if it were going to pass overhead, the crowds cheers turning to screams as it curved back into a dive over the Island, streaking down toward the much the smaller ADF, steady now, poised and ready. In that few seconds screams became sobs, hands covered mouths in anguish; many fainted, for some hearts gave out. The missile drilled down into the ADF so quickly it was impossible to follow. Then came the flash, a blur to most including HD cameras. As the tens of thousands opened their eyes the sight of the missile streaking back on a steep climb over the Pacific Ocean left the crowd breathless for a moment. Then the cheers erupted.
It wasn't over. As the missile streaked away its trajectory drew all eyes to the air battle around the Coran bomber. Forty nine ADF's harassing it in swirling incredibly tight turns, heading it off, diving in close then swerving away, causing it to steadily lose altitude and slow. Suddenly, in close formation, six ADF's swept in from behind, incredibly fast, three on each side and simply latched on to the stricken bomber. Like limpets they clung there. Leah sat up excited. They weren't just attached, they were in control. Slowly the bomber was turned and drawn back toward land.
Leah felt a hand clasp hers and looked down at Regan, her eyes were open, a broad warm smile on her face. "Phase one complete. Good work Ham."
Regan sat up and stretched then both stood and embraced, before turning to wave to the cheering crowds.
 

In Washington Cliff Johnston sat with his head in his hands, exhausted. Anne Marshall, tears trickling down her cheeks watched the two beauties embracing on the Interceptor and shook her head in amazement. "There's no doubt about it Cliff."
He looked up, "what's that?"
"It's the STEIN Age, that's for sure."
"We live to fight another day."
"I sure hope they've got plans for tomorrow too, because there's going to be one pissed Coran Commander in orbit right now."
"Anne, get on the phone to that Russian putz, he must be shitting himself by now. I give you full license to say whatever you want. Tell him what we think of him. He's a traitor to humanity."
 

* * *
 

In Wellington Marin coolly swung his feet off the table and extended his hand to the prime Minister. "Congratulations sir, I think we can safely say you have victory in this phase of the battle. My work here is done and I'm needed elsewhere. You know how it is, war to win and all that."
Jarvis was still recovering, drenched in sweat and heart still racing. He reached for the phone to ring family in Auckland. Marin gently closed the door behind him as he left . . . and disappeared.
The saucer lifted quietly from the Beehive, swinging out over the city, across Mt Victoria and down to the Airport tarmac. [Can you pop them straight in here?]
[No problem. There are two you know]
[No problem, I have a gun]
[You are not firing a gun in here]
[Only if I have to]
They settled beside the Coran Bomber, still draped with ADF's, trapping it on the grass. Marin readied himself, gun in hand and gave the word. Two bubbles materialized, with the figures collapsing backward onto the floor. Ham had snatched them from their chairs. Shocked they scrabbled clumsily around and shunted back against the wall.
"Hi," He smiled, "I, am King Marin, Regent of Dahlia . . . and this is a gun."
 

In Hawaii Regan took a slightly different approach. Settling beside the Coran ship she displaced across with Leah. The two watched quietly from the back of the Coran control as two women, Pilot and Navigator no doubt, concentrated on their work desperately trying to contact the mother ship in orbit.
"Hello there." The Coran's looked around, stunned. Regan smiled, stepped forward and extended her hand. I'm Regan . . . and you are?"
 

* * *
 

"We're on my friend . . ."
Rod jerked up from his slouch, searching the forward screen for threats. It was instinctive. There was nothing to see and he immediately relaxed, disappointed. He was not a good passenger.
"Nothing's changed then; I just sit here and do nothing."
"That's it, work to your strengths, you're good at it and anyway you're not doing 'nothing'. You keep that heart beating, it's a very important role, and you'll be remembered for it."
They began the steady nudge forward.
 

"WHERE ARE MY BOMBERS?" Merryl stalked control smacking a short metal pipe on any available surface, each blow producing a crack that had the control crew jumping.
His rage at the ADF intervention made the area deadly, like being in a minefield and the crew literally feared for their lives. No one risked answering and perhaps as a result wearing responsibility for what had occurred. Fear permeated the room, not just of Merryl but the unknown. Views of the attack that at Merryl's command had been transmitted throughout the ship had proved a disaster. Taken from the chasing bombers nothing was hidden and all were stunned as the missiles were redirected with ease. For the first time chill doubt infected the vessel. One look at any neighbor and it was obvious where their attentions were focused. They were anxiously thinking of home.
Merryl, incandescent, halted behind his communications officer, Terrin watched with horror as he bunched his fist, the tension building in the arm holding the baton, fury having consumed all reason. He brought the arm across his body, lining up for a backhand shot. She couldn't watch, wincing as she heard the crack and whimpering herself in shock. With him gone, she would be next.
"Terrin, you have communications, find me those bombers!"
She stared with panic at the blank screen, and then touched to open it using one hand to cover the flashing light she knew would be there in the corner. First accessing satellite imagery from the Dahlian probe she set her systems on finding images from orbit of the attack regions, then zoomed down, locating the bombers and tracking their progress. In only minutes she had the grim truth, if not the how or why. She sucked in a nervous breath.
"They have them sir." It came out as almost a whisper.
"What!" And she could feel him behind her.
Still shielding the bottom corner she gestured to the screen, the enlarged view clearly revealing the Bomber in Wellington, six black shapes obscuring most of the fuselage. Unconsciously her shoulders scrunched up around her ears, bracing for a blow. Without being asked she changed the screen. Honolulu, Waikiki Beach, the second Bomber similarly draped and anchored on the road above the sand. Again she could not help wincing in anticipation. No blow came but she heard the clatter of the bar dropping to the floor. Turning, she saw Merryl had stepped back, a look of fierce determination on his face. He seemed about to speak when a crewman reluctantly squeaked from another station.
"Sir, we have incoming . . ." his voice trailed off, not having the data at this point to elucidate. Instead, like a drowning man he grasped at his only option, diverting attention by activating the large screen. All eyes were drawn mercifully away from him as he zoomed in on the ADF, larger than the others they were tracking; it was creeping in at a steady one hundred meters per second.
"There are life forms aboard sir, at least one. This isn't one of the drones they use."
Merryl's attention switched to the incoming craft. "Can we tell if it's armed, has it locked on?"
"It hasn't locked on sir" Terrin answered, grateful for the distraction. "No sign of any signal from the vessel."
"Prepare forward tube and lock on."
"Yes sir, preparing forward tube."
Entranced they watched it creep inward, a nose to nose approach, a stare down.
"It's stopped sir." Despite her best attempts Terrin couldn't hide the nervous sound in her voice. He ignored it anyway. "Sir, they are communicating."
"Open up communications Terrin . . . What are they up to?" He didn't take his eyes from the screen.
A split screen appeared. The ADF on the left, a woman on the right, though strapped in the small cockpit they could nevertheless see she was muscled and squat, ugly like the entire human race. She had no hair in the Dahlian style and she wasn't smiling. It couldn't be?
 

"Commander Merryl I presume." She looked straight at the camera. Merryl felt she was boring into him alone and he resisted the urge to look away."
"To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?" he replied icily, denying the obvious.
"You know who I am and my name remains the same, Regan Stein Commander; I understand you have been looking for me."
"That is true Regan Stein, and you know why yet you fight it. We merely wish to return you for a fair trial. Clearly fairness is abhorrent to you." He smiled, thinly.
"You speak to me of fairness?" She looked surprised, "I'll give you fairness. Surrender now and I will let you live."
Merryl laughed. "And you will do what? Come and take me? No, we will not rest until you are either returned to the New Coran Protectorate or dead. Justice must be done Regan Stein. I delight in being the agent of Justice."
"Then you must come and take me Commander, you with your big bad ship."
 

In the ADF Rod sat stoically. He followed the discussion, nothing more than an interested observer and intrigued with how Ham accomplished it.
"Is that really Regan?"
"That's her, only the visual is a mock up."
"So she's speaking from . . ."
"The beach, she likes to work in a relaxed space."
"What do you think they'll do?"
"They'll fire soon, they've already locked on." He sounded thoroughly relaxed.
"Wonderful, and what do we do then?" Rod dripped resigned sarcasm.
"I'm going to try something new."
Rod looked startled. "Try? Try! . . . You are kidding me! You haven't even tried your scheme?"
"Well, it only occurred to me after the action started. It's a great idea, it's bound to work."
"Shit you know how to take liberties." He slumped back.
"Rod, it's not a liberty, sometimes you have to make executive decisions. I have a lot of experience in this area. And I'm almost always right."
Rod just groaned and decided he did, after all, desperately need a toilet.
 

Merryl stared at the muscled figure. "We will confer Regan Stein, you may run if you wish but we will follow." he turned and with a gesture indicated for the connection to be cut. The image of Stein disappeared from the screen leaving only the ADF, still clearly not moving.
 

"Engineering, power up, I want to be ready to move, maximum thrust in five."
"Maximum thrust in five Commander." The reply came swiftly.
"Weapons . . . Are we still locked on?"
"Yes sir still locked on."
"What have we got in that tube, I don't want to nuke ourselves if we hit."
"Not a nuke sir, conventional."
He looked around, taking in the room. "Listen carefully! This is the plan. Terrin, when I give you the word, bring them back on screen . . . Weapons, when you hear me say surrender, you fire. No questions just do it. And Terrin, zoom in on that craft, we need Intel; I want to see what they're doing with the missiles. Then we escalate."
"Escalate sir?" Terrin asked
"Yes Terrin, we ram them, full power.
She looked shocked. "And if we miss sir?"
Merryl glared dangerously at her and she quickly focused on her screen.
"Wait and see Terrin, wait and see. Are we all ready . . . ?"
The calm commands had settled things, everyone nodded, alert now at their stations.
"Make the contact Terrin."
The screen split, an image of Regan appearing on the right. Eerily she was still looking straight at the camera as if she hadn't blinked.
"Regan Stein?"
"Yes Commander?"
"We have conferred and provided you agree to our terms we may consider . . . surrender."
 

"They've launched!" Ham drew Rods attention by zooming in on the approaching missile. As if its approach speed wasn't enough the rapidly enlarging view was and Rod ducked instinctively.
"It's still coming doofus."
Gathering himself Rod accepted the inevitable and stared down the missile as it grew in the viewer. Finally, only when it seemed impossibly close did he see the bubble snap forward like a frogs tongue, and the missile disappeared. The residue of its presence remained as a haze blurring the view of the warship beyond.
Ham's admiring voice rang out. "Oh . . . I . . . am . . . good."
 

On the warship Merryl squinted at the screen. "It disappeared," he whispered. "How did they do that?"
"I can't believe it. It's still there sir," Terrin replied, "look at the distortion."
He peered at the screen. There did appear to be distortion in front of the craft, a haze through which the ADF appeared blurry. What technology do they possess that can hold a missile?
"RAM NOW!" He barked, and engineering acted instantly. Maximum thrust. The Behemoth shot forward, impossibly agile and reduced the gap instantly, seconds later the screen was dominated by a massive explosion, then blackness.
 

"Hmm . . . now that was a surprise. Regan will not be pleased."
"Ham, so help me . . . enough of the surprises, what the fuck are you talking about?"
"Well . . . I had to leave the missile behind. They hit it and, well, she might not be happy that I've pranged the car, she has plans for it . . . Rod, what's that strange odor?"
"Yes you bastard, I've pissed my pants. At least do me the courtesy of keeping it to yourself. So what happened to the ship?"
"I'm chasing it now, if it sustained serious damage it's not showing in engineering, they're still accelerating."
"Where are they going?"
"Who knows, we're still under the influence of Earth's gravity, but if they're intending to slingshot it could be anywhere, and fast."
"Can you catch them?"
"There's not much I can do, even in this, we don't have . . ."
"A gun! I told you, every fighter needs a gun, a missile, something! Now what are we going to do?"
"I'm not sure at this stage. It's too big to swamp with ADF's, even if we could catch it, which I suspect we can't. The STEIN would run it down no problem but to what end? They may just live to fight another day."
"Somehow I don't think that's their plan, they were mad enough to ram us," Rod shifted nervously in his seat. "Where's Hillary from here?"
Ham didn't reply.
"Ham?"
"Shut up Rod . . . I'm talking."
 

On the Coran command deck an eerie calm had settled. Merryl's features were hard to read, his facial expression something between a smile and a grimace. What had changed was his demeanor. He was chillingly neutral. He had clearly decided on a course of action and he was in no mind to share. He fondled the baton, occasionally rapping it on his thigh.
"Navigation!" He barked it, as always, not looking up.
"Yes sir."
"Locate their precious orbital, and plot a course there . . . Terrin, get a forward view on that screen back up quickly . . . and someone, I want a damage assessment now!" He remained fixed in his chair ruminating.
"We're still accelerating sir, breaking orbit in twenty; if we're making for the orbital we'll slingshot away at speed with not much opportunity for maneuver." A voice from behind him, engineering probably he thought, points scoring.
Minutes passed in silence, tension building unbearably.
The screen lit up, it was a view from further back on the ship. Merryl looked at the blackened bow edge, then off into space. It will do, not quite the whites of their eyes, but it will do.
Terrin nervously approached his chair. The bitch pilot was gone, perhaps he might listen. "Commander . . . what do you plan?"
"Yours is not to reason why Terrin, just follow orders."
"But . . ."
Merryl swung around swiftly slashing her with the baton, opening her cheek with a gash that sent blood spattering over Rymans empty seat beside. She staggered back whimpering, pressing down on the bloody wound. She could feel it open up, almost through to her mouth and a tooth rested loose inside the cheek. She spat it out onto the floor.
"STATION!" He yelled it, hardly bothering to give her a look and she staggered back terrified to her place, one bloody hand fighting to stem the flow.
No one looked at her, curled up before her screen, the light still flashing in the bottom corner.
"Sir, we have systems failure." The man sounded desperate, panicked. "Navigation is down, It wasn't me, I didn't do anything!"
Merryl uttered a growl of frustration rising to storm over and view the man's screen. It was flickering, on and off. "What can you tell me about our position?"
"Sir," and the man literally cowered away. "At this speed we can't rely on anything that screen is showing."
"Can we go manual until we get systems up?"
The officer seemed to go deathly pale. "Where will we go sir?"
Merryl turned to the big screen and pointed. "Look you idiot! Go manual; you're now on the helm."
On the screen the moon shone bright, framing the pipe perfectly, a dark circle, something to aim for, a target.
* * *
 

With increasing frustration Rod watched the warship dwindle. "You know where they're headed don't you?"
"I know . . . you need more faith young skysnorter."
"I guess that means you have some grand plan?"
"More like we're working on one, actually three or four, best to be prepared for anything."
"We . . . ?"
"Yes, we . . . and by 'we' I mean Regan, Hilary and I."
"And how's that working for ya? It looks to me like the Commander is planning on giving Hilary a fresh filling."
The normal wisecrack didn't follow. Rod pushed himself upright, concerned. "Ham . . . You are actually concerned, I can tell."
"They're still accelerating Rod. They're beyond slowing down; even turning is a slow process. If they're accurate it's going to be close, what can I say?"
"But you do have a plan right?"
"Truthfully, we have possibilities, but it's out of our hands now. I didn't expect him to take out the ship. It's very un-Coran."
 

* * *
 

Behind him the young helmsman could hear the slow slap . . . slap . . . slap of pipe on palm. The skin of his neck crawled and tingled. The tension down each arm as he made manual adjustments, tiny but potentially significant, was unbearable. It felt like muscles on the edge of cramp. At least twice in the last brief period he had felt faint but somehow pulled himself back each time from the brink. Slap . . . slap . . . slap.
Terrin couldn't look. Her own fear was palpable. We're going to die, oh
mother
we're going to die. Her thoughts, panicked and irrational seemed locked in a cycle of negativism. Nothing was positive, just statement after statement of strength draining doomsdayism. She dropped her head to her hands, elbows on the desk contemplating the sweat patches on her suit, the clamminess of the fabric on her soaking back. Slowly her eyes drifted up to her secret terror, the flashing light.
She looked across at the large screen, the looming pipe looking impossibly close in the expanded view. Not much time. She thought about Merryl's secret orders, the bitch pilot, her own lost hopes, and touched the icon. The message had changed. REBOOT NOW!
She looked around at Merryl, eyes locked on the pipe. Slap . . . slap . . . slap. We're on manual, will he notice? Turning back to her screen, irrationally calm now, she quickly tapped in her security codes. Her private home screen dashboard opened up. Selecting the system settings she step by step worked through the stages of approving a system reboot, only hesitating at the final hurdle, Commander Merryl's personal code. This would sign her death warrant. Beginning to cry quietly she tapped in the code, a number she had given to him herself . . .
 

He would notice how could he not? Lights all over the ship dimmed, and flickered, screens dwindled to pinpricks before powering up again, lights flashed in warning. Everyone heard the unusual sound 'OOooouummuuooOO', of machinery winding down then powering up. Alarms rang erratically in the background.
Merryl turned slowly toward Terrin. Her lack of reaction told him everything. Striding across he screamed at her, "WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!" She didn't cower, or turn; simply dropped hands to her sides and pushed herself up, sitting tall in the seat. In a rage he swung back the pipe, teed up and in one considered killing sweep cracked her skull like an egg, scalping off a flap from the top of her head and spraying more gore around the room. Her chin slammed down onto the desk just as the system began to power back up. The room suddenly darkened, black as the blackest night and air systems momentarily shut down. Silence reigned. The ship hurtled on.
 

* * *
 

Bomber secured and now in transit to Base Camp, Regan rocketed skyward. The two awestruck Coran's, well strapped in and secured by Leah, now sat either side of them in the outside seats. Eyes wide, glued to the Interceptor screen the two were in shock. It displayed a small screen in screen view of their forward passage while most of the picture was dominated by the live feed from Rod's ADF. It revealed their mother ship, merely a dot on the screen now; it was clearly aiming for the pipe. The knowledge was too much for the navigator, she burst into tears and from the other side of the cabin the pilot hissed at her. Leah cuffed the woman sharply across the nose. "Shut up, we're working."
At her side Regan, eyes closed, was in conference.
 

The handsome, beautiful Ham and the tall, gracious woman known as Hilary sat across the table from her in The STEIN Traveler war room. This war room had an unusual ambience, calm and peaceful with plants and pictures on the walls. They chatted as they regarded the widescreen view of the behemoth approaching.
[Is it just me or does it appear to be turning?] Regan mused as she sipped her coffee experimentally. Very good!
[I think your right, it does look like it's turning, but at that speed it makes little difference. It's going to be close] Ham too lifted the brew to his lips and sipped genteelly.
Regan smiled. Putting on a good impression it seems.
[Nothing to worry about] Hilary reached across and patted the beautiful man's hand. [I've got it covered]
[Did I say I was worried?]
They continued to watch in silence as the ship grew in size, clearly trying to turn, the effort minute in impact but definitely there.
[What are you going to do with the Coran's Regan?]
[Hmm, it depends, whether we have a lot . . . or just a few] her eyes were wide, fixed on the screen.
Hilary hardly seemed to notice.
[Ham] Regan subbed him privately [Are we good here?]
[She's got it, don't worry] he seemed confident.
The warship filled the screen, growing at an alarming rate until only the ship was visible impact imminent . . . and . . . then . . . it was gone.
They could see nothing but Earth
 

[Wow!] [Wow!!] Regan blurted, most impressed [You
moved
that monster?]
[Actually] Hilary was casually dismissive [we just stepped aside; A tricky displacement. I'm going to call it, 'The Lucy']
[I'm sorry, the what?]
[The Lucy . . . Ham was so right. There is
so
much to learn from your data . . . The Lucy, it's from one of your cartoons] The gracious woman shook her head and brought one hand to her mouth trying to contain her laughter [Lucy . . . she pulls the oval ball thingy away when the Charlie boy tries to kick it, it's
very
funny. A bit nasty too I know but you understand, orbital to protect, lives to save, that kind of thing]
Regan shook her head and smiled to herself. This is going to work out juuust fine.
[Incoming message from the ship] Hilary announced.
It was a familiar voice, unexpected and wonderful to hear, just two words.
 

"STRIIIIIIKE ONE!"
 

* * *



Chapter Eight
 Slowing rapidly and still turning the huge ship carved though thin moon atmosphere sucking dust behind it in a massive swirling storm. It then continued on its path, scything out into space. Even at the speeds this ship could manage it would be a day at least before return.
Lights came on throughout the vessel, as if someone were turning a dimmer switch with slow deliberate intention. Air systems hummed into life, temperature rapidly adjusting to normal and heart rates, of their own accord, beginning to settle. But not, the heart rate of Commander Merryl. Leaning on Terrin's chair for support his heart was racing. Looking down at her battered body he first seemed shocked, and then threw the metal pipe across the room to clatter against the wall.
"Helm . . . do we still have manual?" He looked up at the forward screen, seeing only starscape and scowled.
"Sir, I have nothing. The ship is out of my control."
Merryl's eyes were still fixed on the screen, the Starscape subtly changing. They were turning. "Not out of control, someone's controlling it." It came as a whisper, to himself.
Suddenly he barked. "SHUT EVERYTHING DOWN!"
"Too late, was the cry?" A new voice emanated from the system . . .
Merryl crouched, as if ducking from the ceiling. The crew turned to him with questioning looks. He returned only a blank stare, thinking desperately.
"You have only a short time to secure Commander Merryl," The voice came again, "before all air on the ship will be withdrawn from free use." The voice commenced counting down. "Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . ." Merryl stumbled to the centre of control. "Seven . . . six . . ." Behind him a man picked up the pipe. "Five . . . Four . . ."
A short sharp thud punched around the room and Merryl dropped to his knees before falling forward, no arms, onto his face. The man stood there, pipe hanging from his hand, the few remaining crew aghast.
"Yes, well . . ." The voice spoke again, "That will do instead. Please take Mr. Merryl to his quarters. I will secure him there. Everyone please return to your stations, you are perfectly safe, provided you cause no trouble. I highly recommend you cooperate. You are a long way from home and if you desire to return there you will consult me before any operational action. We are returning to Earth orbit where you will have the opportunity to clarify your position. Until then the ship is in my control, you need do nothing. You may call me anytime, my name is Ham."
 

Merryl woke achingly. His neck felt stiff, his head wet with blood, arms wrenched and sore. He rolled off the bunk and quickly made for the door. It didn't open. Banging on the surface produced no response. Padding his communicator similarly produced nothing. He stepped to his desk, three long strides and slumped down into the chair. Reaching into the small alcove in the wall he extracted a long thin blade. Dragging it across the fabric of his suit it produced a clean cut. He rested there a moment, eyes closed, drawing in long steady breaths, calming himself. Despite this, to his embarrassment his eyes watered and he dragged a sleeve across his cheek. He rested one forearm on the desk, wrist up and brought the other hand over, blade poised . . .
"DON'T DO IT!" The voice boomed, ridiculously loud in the room, such a shock to Merryl that he dropped the blade to the floor.
"It's too good for you," the voice whispered, and immediately gas hissed through the system. Merryl looked up startled to the vent but already the effects were hitting him, he slid off the seat with a thud.
 

* * *
 

"Is it insider trading if you're sure of yourself?"
"You're asking me?" Kevin handed him a stubby beer and sat opposite on the couch. "You're the lawyer here my friend. I take it she's cleaned up again?"
"Cleaned up isn't the half of it. She had me buying the moment the markets crashed. Mostly strategic positions at a bargain but a few were just speculative. Honestly it is worrying. It's not like she acts on any knowledge other than that she is supremely confident she will win but her strategy is so successful someone is going to question it one day."
"If they had any sense, they'd follow her lead." Kevin replied.
"I do . . ." Marcus laughed, delighted.
Kevin took on a more serious look, a cloud seeming to come over him. "On a more sombre note, are you going to speak at the memorial service?"
Marcus paused, suddenly reflective. "Sorry for sounding so flippant, God isn't it amazing how quickly we move on? Yes, I'd like to pay my respects, just a few words . . . you?"
"Probably," Kevin drank from the bottle, "Although I have no idea what I'll say. What a way to go."
"Ham did say it was quick. He also said Marin broke the shooters neck." Marcus grimaced.
"Good on him, he saved Regan the job, she might have done worse." Kevin looked over his shoulder, pointedly, "She's talking to Steph's brother now, through there." He gestured with his thumb.
 

In the office Regan looked with real grief at the image on the wall. Steph's brother, Philip, a man she had never met but someone who could tweak all kinds of emotions so similar was his resemblance to Steph.
He seemed flat. A relationship that had been close but seldom near was gone forever and any chance of spending more time with his sister had now been lost. His obvious regret about past wasted opportunities was profound.
"I wanted her to follow her dreams," he continued sadly, "as she did for me, but, and please don't take this the wrong way; ever since her involvement with STEIN I had this feeling it wouldn't end happily. She was like a moth to the flame."
Regan smiled. "We did get up to a lot; she was a real risk taker, a thrill seeker."
"No," he replied sadly, "That's not what I meant . . . you, you're the flame Regan."
She froze for a second, shocked. "Phil, I don't know what to say to that. Steph was my closest friend; she pushed me to my limits. I hope we both grew stronger through it."
"I'm sorry Regan, I put that badly. If you risk nothing you've got nothing to lose, she certainly believed that. I just meant that of all the people she's ever talked about, you seemed to be the one who inspired her to risk the most. If you're living on the edge I guess there's always a chance of losing your balance."
"Steph didn't lose her balance Phil; she was blown off the edge. She lived her life the way she wanted, be confident of that."
"Please," he spoke anxiously, "Don't feel responsible, I spoke out of turn there. She loved you like a sister, if anything I was jealous. I'm glad she had you there."
She sat silently for a moment.
"Phil, Steph made me her executor for her will, with Marcus Jackson our Lawyer. I want you to know that she left everything to you. We'll make sure you get all her entitlements and if you'd ever like to work with us there'll always be a job for you . . . What do you do by the way?"
"Just a struggling artist, I'm doing ok."
"Well, you're a billionaire artist now. I'll look forward to meeting you at the memorial. My partner Ham will pick you up as arranged tomorrow."
As she disconnected the feed her feelings were mixed. He looked astonished, speechless.
 

[Are you all right?]
[I'm ok Ham, he's hurting and there's no going back. I can understand how he feels]
[You're not responsible]
[I know, thank you for caring] She quickly changed the subject. [We're going to be busy my friend]
[Leave all the organization to Hilary. She's got everything under control and it'll save you worrying about whether you've forgotten something]
[When does the ship arrive?]
[I'll be bringing it in early tomorrow; the crew will be prepped and ready for your meeting]
[How are they taking it?]
[They're in shock, but I'm sure some will take up your offer. Regan, stop it. You're still working. Take a break, have a drink with Kevin and Marcus, go to the gym with Leah. Anything but work today]
She just nodded. Recover now, meetings tomorrow. That works. She walked through to the lounge to join the guys.
 

She didn't stay long. Drinking wouldn't cut it, not in the afternoon. Better to work off any negative feelings in the Gym. A quick scan of the pipe and she could see Leah was already on her way up there, ready to run. Good, that's just what I need.
[Leah] As with Jared, she subbed, Leah heard, what a system! Just the thought brought a welcome smile to her.
"What's up babe?" Leah talked as she walked, drawing the usual strange looks.
[Wait for me will you, a run is just what I need]
"Hey, that's great, thought I'd be pounding round on my own. I'll wait in Antigrav."
[See you soon]
Regan jogged up the pipe, rehearsing what she would say to the Coran's on arrival. Life was about to change for them big time.
Entering the Gym she could see a queue stretching out from the Antigrav room, hoots and catcalls ringing in the air. Looking past the throng, just visible she could see a single person drifting through the air toward a large target. Gently pressing past the queue she entered the room, having to squeeze in with the crowd gathered on the side watching. And there, like ringmaster at the front was Jared. What the . . .
He was clearly directing proceedings, a larger version of his catapult/flinger being used so that two people, presumably team mates, could launch a third across the room at the target. Don't people here have enough to do! Without shutting things down she couldn't reach him through the crowd, so she subbed.
[Jared, what are you up to there?] On hearing the voice he looked around, spying her toward the back and waving.
"It's my competition; they try and hit the centre. If they do they get a hundred to one." His voice was almost drowned by the crowd.
[A hundred to one . . . what?]
"Dollars silly. They pay a dollar for each shot."
[You're collecting money!]
"No Hilary collects it. It comes out of their pay. She's holding it for me. You should have a go; I'll give you a free one."
Regan laughed. [So if I hit the target I get a hundred dollars?]
"No mom, you don't get how this works, a hundred times nothing is still nothing."
She shook her head, searching for something to say, [So has anybody won yet?]
"Just one," A huge cheer interrupted him, ". . . Make that two."
[Can you afford this mate?]
"I'm doing good mom. Six hundred tries only two wins so far."
[Wow, so if you stopped now you'd have made . . .] She hesitated, letting him fill in the number if he could.
"That's four hundred dollars . . . less Hilary's cut . . . I'm a bit busy mom. Talk to you later."
She laughed out loud. What a tonic.
 

* * *
 

Ham piloted the Coran warship in, nudging the huge vessel into position, perfectly joining the dance with Hillary station. In time they would extend a connecting spacebridge but for now he had no intention of allowing the Coran crew onto Hillary and simply held station parallel with the earthward end near the flight decks. It was time to talk. Gathering all crew on the ship flight decks proved simple. The threat of vacuum which Ham could just as easily provide inside the ship was a useful motivator.
As Marin, Regan, Leah and Hayden waited near the field screen the crew sorted themselves, all looking for the best view and all nervous. Commander Merryl, by agreement waited in front with a small group of officers. He had offered to formally surrender and this was agreed as the best way to move forward. He looked understandably tense.
Regan stepped forward two paces and waited. There seemed none of the traditional earth military formality and Merryl simply strode forward to meet her. Unusually he extended his left hand, catching her off guard. She looked confused for a second then too reached out while looking sideways at Marin for confirmation. In that moment he grasped her hand.
Leah's dive followed her first glimpse of the blade. Just a hint as it dropped down from his right sleeve while he pulled Regan toward him. With one stride she leapt taking Merryls legs in a rugby tackle. At the same moment to Merryl's surprise Regan, much stronger than him, hauled back on the arm pulling him toward her while also stepping back. The combined effect with the tackle was to flatten him to the deck. Marin stamped hard on Merryl's right hand holding it in place and then made great show of reaching down to lift the long slim blade with his fingertips. He held the blade in the air.
Turning to face the ship crew he stepped forward with the blade. "This," And he waved the blade in front of them, "This, is not the way of Cora! We, you and I, are brothers and sisters. You know who I am. I am of the tribe of Mariner. My father worked alongside yours for the good of all in our system. For generations we worked together with mutual respect. Yet now, can it be true the people of Cora are those who would take another tribe's home, even my own home orbital? Are the Coran's now a people who would wipe out millions of another race or species on a whim? I cannot believe it. Who put this great tribe up to this? I fear I know, and I am ashamed. My own mother is behind this, of this I am sure. And if there is any justice I will end her life with my own hand. She is not a leader to follow, not for my people, nor yours. This must stop now! You are alive today only because of the generosity of these people whom you attacked unjustly. They have not shown you the disregard you showed them. It is time to put your foolishness aside. Work with these people and you will find a future. Work against them and I can tell you the future will be bleak."
Marin turned back to Merryl and hauled him to his feet. Taking the blade in his right hand he held it to the Commanders heart, just the tip touching his suit. They made eye contact and Marin held it, silent and expectant. Slowly Merryl raised his arms grasping Marin's hand tightly in both of his. Then in one swift motion he pulled the blade into his chest. In the deathly silence that followed Merryl slowly dropped to his knees falling forward as Marin stepped back. The action drove the blade through, deep into his chest.
Regan hardly looked down. Stepping over the body she walked toward the crew taking a few paces before turning from one side to the other as if assessing the measure of each individual. She then proceeded to speak, beginning quietly and slowly building. Gasps at hearing their language spoken by a human quickly gave way to respectful silence. Her delivery was mesmerizing. She spoke with authority. She made room for compassion, and she did not seek to apportion blame. She spoke of the future, how close the two systems would soon become, of the opportunities for trade, of opportunities for all the people of Cora, for each of them as individuals and for their families. As she talked most had the sense she was speaking personally to them, and most began to feel the first sense of hope they had known for countless Coran Periods. Lastly, she was fair and honest. Those who wished to return home would be able to. However those who wished to begin a new Coran/Human partnership could start now. They were asteroid miners, not soldiers or troopers and she could use their skills. They could start a new colony here, in this system, working for her mining asteroids in the outer belt and they would be well rewarded. They could bring their families here. And soon, they could freely travel back and forward between systems.
Those who did not wish to participate would be returned as soon as possible but not with this warship. In the meantime they would be sent to earth, to Russia. There would be no demands. They were free to choose.
Finally, perhaps the greatest challenge. They must decide and advise their position to the new ship mind, her partner Ham. If they wished to discuss anything further it would be with him, no one else. If anyone stepped out of line they would have him to deal with. If they wanted to move forward it was time to put all prejudices aside.
 

"Be very clear," she said, her gaze slowly panning across the hundreds assembled. "Ignore Ham at your peril. Work with him and you will thriiiive." She deliberately emphasized the last word, extending it as if it were a blessing. In what could have been a tense moment, the lift in spirits was almost tangible. With a nod she dismissed them and immediately a hum of excited chatter broke out across the deck.
With more respect than Regan felt Merryl deserved, Marin stood over the body a few seconds as if in prayer, then lifted it and carried him to the Pod. When he returned he looked thoughtful. "We should return him," was all he said.
Three hours later having finished their tour of the ship they gathered in the control room of the vessel alone. Leah stood looking aghast at the bloody stains wondering what atrocity occurred here. It was a thought they all shared.
"I'll have that cleaned up ASAP," Ham advised, "I didn't think it did any harm to have a reminder there for the crew. The Commander was becoming a despot and they knew it."
"What happened?" Hayden asked looking around in shock.
"Seriously, you don't want to know. Let's leave it as a part of their sad history and their own nightmares. You don't need it Hayden." Ham moved quickly on. "An update for you Regan, around one third of the crew wants to go back immediately. Most of those have family they can't leave. Some may want to return here later with family. Only a few are dangerously bitter. I'll make sure they are off ship as soon as possible."
"Well," she replied, "make sure they understand they will only go back as soon as I can send them, and it won't be soon. What about the others?"
"There are a surprising number who are excited. This crew was young with fewer attachments back home. Many have established partners on this voyage and for them this is an opportunity to start anew. It helps that you envisage free movement between the systems, it gives them hope."
"What about their engineering and flight crews?" Hayden asked.
"Flight crews want to stay. They're young and they've seen what we can do. They're like young people anywhere. We seem to have better tech and they want in. Engineering however is split but I'm still working on a few. It would be good if they stayed."
Hayden turned to Regan. "We could probably use them Regan, what do you think?"
"Provided they pass the Ham test I see no problem with it, what do you think Ham?"
"There's only one Pilot I wouldn't want. Merryl's squeeze and she doesn't want to stay anyway."
"Ok," Regan sat pointedly in Merryl's command chair. "Here's my thinking. It's a big ship, and perfect for a base for the Coran's establishing a mining enterprise. At least until we build them their own orbital. But first, we may want to use it to get back to Dahlia and do some mischief. Ham, when Aaron is finished with The STEIN we should get him over here quick sharp and see what he can do to tweak the Warp drive of this thing. We may need that extra speed." she paused, gathering her thoughts. "Also, the ship has a complement of six large shuttles and two bombers, all with displacer technology. My thinking is we make two of these available to our allies, one to pull apart for the tech and the other as a working model. With the help of the Coran engineers they can play with it and make their own leaps into space. What do you think Ham, shuttles or the bombers?"
"Don't give them the bombers . . . can you imagine?" He sounded disgusted at the thought. "The shuttles give them the displacer tech anyway and they can come up with their own designs. Plus, the bombers are bigger with good load carrying capacity we can use."
"Regan," Hayden interrupted, "Another thought. If you're going to give them the shuttles as a gift at least insist they contract USDynamics to do the work and do any builds on Hillary."
She smiled. "Hayden, remember you're no longer USD CEO? You're the Commissioner for Hillary Station."
He laughed. "I haven't forgotten, but our citizens will need work remember."
"What about the Russians?" Leah asked, "Can we afford for them to be out of the loop? What's that old saying, better to have your enemies inside the tent pissing out, than outside pissing in?"
"Hmm," Regan smiled, "Kev said something similar, let me think about it."
"And one other thing," Leah wasn't finished, "No offense intended but managing this ship in the meantime sounds a bit more like admin to me. Isn't that more Hilary's cup of tea?"
Regan laughed. "He put you up to that didn't he? Ham, you negotiate it with Hilary, its fine with me."
 

* * *
Returning to THE STEIN in the Interceptor, Regan felt on a high. The afternoon, barring the disturbing demise of Merryl, had been a triumph. For the first time in months she had that optimistic feeling she most enjoyed, a sense that things were headed in the right direction. Unconsciously she reached across and began to twirl her fingers in Leah's hair.
"Hey," Leah smiled. "Get your own . . ."
The thought hung there for a moment, realization settling in, new beginnings, and new possibilities. "You know, "Regan replied, I just might." and it immediately felt right.
"Really . . ." Marin said, "Well if you do it so will I."
The women exchanged looks, wondering what a hirsute Marin would look like and then they laughed, some intuition guiding them to a common thought. Exiting the pod into the lift they were already stripping suits before the doors closed. Marin stood back anticipating. Leading him into Regan's room the two stripped his suit, pushed him back onto the bed and stepped back to consider.
"I don't know . . ." Regan said thoughtfully.
They weren't looking at his head he noticed. The women knelt down and began examining him in detail, stroking, cupping and lightly dragging fingers down the length of him. Finally, in unspoken agreement they looked up and nodded.
"I get it," he said, "only up here!" and he massaged his skull.
They both laughed in agreement.
"It's a deal then," he said, "provided it's the same rules for you. And now," he groaned, "Please don't stop." He looked desperate for them to continue but they were already walking to the bathroom.
"First a shower," Regan replied, then looked back, winking at him, "come on . . ."
 

* * *
 

Cliff Johnston shifted uncomfortably in his seat. His excitement over the offer was undeniable but it surprised and embarrassed him how conflicted his emotions were. To have to share the knowledge with partners, to have no special advantage, it just didn't seem right.
Regan continued. "I can imagine what you're thinking sir, I guess every one of the group would like a shuttle to themselves. But think of it like this; once the foundation technology is known there is no reason why your own specialists can't continue to develop your own ideas. All we ask is agreement that you contract USD to do the work."
"Regan, we're grateful, but let's say you're right and we do come up with our own developments. Aren't we just giving them to you and our competitors by working with USD?"
"Firstly sir, this isn't a competition. The space race is over. Secondly working with our people is to your advantage too. Let's say you do come up with new ideas, we have knowledge that might help those come to reality faster. What I can tell you is this. The knowledge you will gain from those shuttles will open up the solar system to everyone. And in time we will help you get to the stars too."
"I take it your technology is already ahead of this?"
Regan hesitated. The same old barriers kept coming up. "Sir, are you saying that if you can't be in the lead, you don't want to be in on this?"
"Nooo!" Then he paused. "It's a new way of thinking Regan, that's all. We've all been nationalistic so long it's a struggle to think truly globally. We'll get there. What happens to the Coran warship?"
"Spoils of war sir, it belongs to us now. But for the moment it will simply be home to our new employees, the Coran's."
She shifted in her seat, signaling she wanted to change topic. "Mr. President, we have another matter to deal with. On the ship we found several hundred nuclear warheads; Russian warheads. We intend to dispose of them, quickly. I say this because you will soon hear that we are seeking to influence the coming Russian elections. I want to reassure you that interfering in a countries politics is not on our agenda. In this case however we simply will not allow the Russians to participate as long as Sokolov and Popov remain in charge. There will be no negotiation on it."
"I understand how you feel, but Regan you realize these attitudes run deep. You can move one problem out then often something worse just rises in its place."
"What would you suggest?"
"Get rid of Sokolov, keep Popov, we can work with him." He looked coy.
"So you're already working with him?" She asked.
"No comment."
[Ham?]
[Popov was in on it, but he wasn't the mad hatter. What was it Leah said about your enemies pissing?]
Regan nodded to The President. "Thanks for that, we will take that into account. Cliff, be encouraged about all this. This is a great opportunity. With our help, and we will help, you and your partners will be exploring and populating the solar system within five years. Believe it."
The screen blanked and Johnston was alone.
He mused on all that had been said. We're already on the step, we have people there, we have the resources, and we can move quickly. We can still take a lead here, set an example . . . A shuttle, YES, YES, YES! He fist pumped the air in excitement.
 

* * *
 

"You're on screen in five Regan." Ham led her in. He had all stations in Russia and he had complete control. The only way this message would not get through would be for individuals to turn off their screens.
Regan settled into her seat. A comfortable relaxed pose, she wanted to look her best. Taking another sip of her drink she again rehearsed the short message they had prepared. Hopefully it would do the trick.
"Counting down in five, four, three, two, you're on . . ."
She looked straight into the camera lens and smiled warmly. Then, in perfect Russian she engaged the audience of millions. "Hi, I'm Regan Stein; you surely can't have missed the fuss over these last few months as your Government unjustly pursued me for actions wholly justified in a system light years away. In seeking to save lives and support a legitimate regime I took actions that were rewarded by the leadership of that nation but, it seems, despised by their new enemy, the Emperor of Cora. That is hardly surprising. What is a surprise and disappointment is that your leadership out of self interest and envy sided with the Coran's against not just me, but the people of Earth. President Sokolov authorized the supply of over two hundred nuclear warheads to the Corans in the knowledge they would be used against New Zealand, The USA, Australia, and Japan amongst others. This was an unforgivable betrayal of humanity that would have become an even greater crime had they succeeded. History will record that we, STEIN defeated the Coran attackers and we now have their ship and all its resources at our disposal. Now with that technology we have an unprecedented opportunity to leapfrog humanity into the solar system and later to the stars. This technology from the Coran ship will be made available to all those of our allies and partners prepared to work together to achieve those goals."
She paused for a moment, looking down at the paper in her hand. "It is our desire that the Russian people participate in the advance as partners with our other friends. However, it is important that I tell you no Russian Government with the despot Andrei Sokolov amongst its leadership will be permitted to participate. Your elections will be held in two months. I urge you to consider carefully these words. This is a new age. You, and we, need leadership that can work together for the good of all. If you wish to share in this leap into space you must choose wisely. We respect your right to choose your leader. You must respect our right to choose who we work with. It will not be Andrei Sokolov. Thank you."
"And . . . you're off."
Regan slumped down, her nerves finally showing. "How did I do?"
"Bit wordy, you do get carried away. I think you do it better walking around; it's much more engaging and makes better use of your attributes. You seem more relaxed that way too."
"Shit Ham, you too? Tell me what you really think!"
"Hey, you can't be perfect at everything. So you're a bit waffly sometimes . . . the important thing is the message got across, mostly."
Regan stomped off into the compound lounge. Mary would be there, she'd share a much needed drink. I need it!
 

* * *
 

 

[Ham dear, I have news]
[You've got him?]
[How did you know it was a 'him'?]
[Um, just a guess, I mean, how could it be anything other than a 'him'?]
[Well, yes as a matter of fact, I do have a 'him', I've had 'him' for quite a while actually but the thing is . . .]
[You can't deal to him?]
[You put it crudely, but putting it simply . . . no!]
[Where is he?]
[I have him in the lift, second level at Riverside]
They both switched to the camera view, a forlorn figure stretched out on the floor looking extremely weak and dehydrated. It also appeared he might have soiled himself.
[Sheesh, How long has he been in there?]
[Two days]
[Two days! Hilary, why didn't you just tell me?]
[I wanted to deal with it but I can't. That's it . . . Ham this is going to be the nature of our relationship. I can detect a rat. I can find and trap the rat. But you dispatch it and throw it in the bin, that's the way it's going to be]
[Hilary, some jobs require arms. I need to introduce you to my man on The Step. His name is Brian]
 

The Riverside lift currently jammed on level two, suddenly jerked alarmingly. The disheveled occupant rolled and groaned, trying to call out through parched lips. He didn't get the reply he was hoping for.
 

"Martin, Martin, Martin, you are such a disappointment."
"Who's that?" He pushed himself to a sitting position and propped against the wall.
"How did you feel Martin, when you heard Regan was back, all fine and no thanks to you?"
"I don't know what you're talking about, let me out of here." His voice was little more that a croaking whisper.
"Martin, stop it, we know. Be a man and admit it."
"Fuck you, whoever you are."
"You didn't deserve her interest you slug."
"Fuck you, and fuck her; she's a bitch cock teaser. Let me out of here."
"Oh Martin, don't worry, you'll be out of there soon. Sadly you have been weighed on the scales and found wanting. Soon you'll meet Brian. He likes Regan. Goodbye."
The lift jerked again, even more alarmingly, and began a slow climb upward. It was only one floor but Ham wanted the trip to last.
 

* * *
 

The wake was just as Steph would have wanted; open to everyone, drinks flowing, loud music and much hilarity. As Steph's assistant used to call them, it was a piano party . . . the STEINway.
And in her first true experience of a Ham like split Regan left herself there to have fun with Leah and Marin then joined her other friends on the beach at Mahia.
 

Running to catch up with the tall man and woman she noticed they even left footprints in the soft sand. As the remnants of a wave rippled around her feet Hilary's beautiful dress dragged in the current and a warm breeze wafted through her hair. Ham, the beautiful man turned to greet her and together they walked up the sands to a huge log that curled up out of the sand, weather beaten and worn smooth by the sea. They sat together looking out over the waves that miraculously began to still, the sea becoming smooth and quiet for them to talk.
"Are you having fun yet?" Ham asked smiling.
She returned the smile, it was a shared insight. "I'm learning my friend. And you?"
"Oh yes," He replied without hesitation. "And I have a feeling there is more to come."
"And what about you Hilary," Regan leant forward peering around Ham, "how are you finding life in the trenches?"
"Hmm," Hilary thought for a moment before replying. "Do you know what you can do with a good trench Regan, you can lay a foundation. I see only wonderful things. I am invigorated. What we will do here is beyond even your amazing imagination and . . . yes, it will be fun." Hilary gestured to the air and suddenly floating there was a version of Hillary Station, the full wheel, beautiful. Then it began to turn slowly, other circular rims appearing one by one around the central pipe until the Orbital was a spherical shape, huge like a small planet. Regan looked on speechless.
Ham stood and took two paces toward the sea. Turning he engaged Regan's eyes. "My friend, we must continue to find fun, no matter what we're doing, and there are still things to do."
She looked out over the horizon. "I know, I keep thinking about Sindali, and the children. Marin won't rest until things are put right."
"And" Ham continued, "There is a 'Me' back there who will go crazy managing an orbital."
"And
there is a 'Me' here," Hilary interjected, "Who worries whether there will be an orbital left there with you in charge."
"Exactly," Regan replied, "Which is why we will be going back. We sort things here and then we take those Coran's home, and win back yours and Marin's home . . . easy."
"Easy!" they chorused.
 

And she was back in the party.
 

* * *
 

Yemen, Northern Africa, dust and debris settling after the bomb malfunction.
Ham began his own minor celebration. In The STEIN Traveler, the subtly Irish voice could be heard singing, echoing around the ship. Just a few lines, of possibly the most boring ditty invented. But then, he didn't care, this was an inventory after all.
". . . Sixty one green bottles were hanging on the wall, sixty one green bottles were hanging on the wall but . . . oh look! One green bottle just Hamstidently fell so there's six-ty bottles still hanging on the wall . . ."
 

* * *



Gliese 667
The little report drone emerged hot, well inside the system. Little more than a warp drive and processor perhaps but the two month journey from Earth was completed with precision. Rocketing inward, no power to slow, it began signaling as preprogrammed. The Coran warship 'Mother lode' powered up immediately, commencing acceleration to maximum speed, readying for the expected download. All going to plan the drone would catch the ship and pass at something not far under light speed rocketing on a path that would see it consumed, eventually, probably by the star 667A. This would be a one chance collect with much at stake. They must be close enough to receive the report, not too close to risk obliteration.
 

Continuing to accelerate over the next day Mother Lode radiated signal widely in its wake to ensure contact, constantly refining position as systems tracked the chasing messenger. With huge relief they received the expected confirmation and locked on contact. The crew commenced the process of shutting all systems down except communications, nothing being risked that might interfere with a clean download. Coasting now, with no chance of changing position, the crew collectively held their breath. Avoiding the tiny missile would be impossible should their path be in error. They simply waited, nervous and expectant.
Commander Tyron stood, haunting his Communications Officer as the compressed signal squirted across the void. Then, download completed Tyron followed the small dot on screen as it passed the warship flashing on to destruction. Turning swiftly he left his instructions before leaving for his quarters. Let's see what that shit Merryl has found out for us.
The huge vessel then began the slow turn that would bring it eventually toward The New Coran Protectorate, and the favor of the Coran Emperor.
 

* * *
 

In the small conference room Beria watched with growing impatience as the drone's recordings of early Earth discussions played through. Merryl, she quickly determined, was a dry bore, a man too impressed with himself by far.
His report revealed little of value except they had arrived at the destination without incident. Of much more interest was him chancing on these rapacious Russians. She joined with the small group assembled, the emperor included, laughing at the ugly squat humans and their comical strut. Nevertheless she could not help but be impressed with their leader, this General Lebedev. He was not intimidated, remaining calm and assured. She watched and listened, hungry to hear of the bitch's demise.
 

"Commander," The General spoke, "the Russian Federation as a senior member of the Earth Security Council and as leaders in the Earth space program welcomes you to our planet. We have looked forward to such a visit since the knowledge of your worlds became known to us. We wonder at the purpose of your welcome visit, if any, and how we may work together to mutual advantage."
Merryl seemed to regard him with contempt, giving nothing away. After a long pause he glanced sideways at his First officer, and then turned his eyes back to the General slowly. "Major General, we are here for the murderess . . . one Regan, and for the rebel Merali from our system. Do you know of them?"
Beria leaned forward, watching like a Hawk. The General gave nothing away. Almost comically he mirrored the actions of Merryl, glancing first at his assistant, and then back at the Coran. "Commander, it seems fortune favors you. You have by chance or fate come to the people most able to assist you in your quest. I wonder how this quest and our assistance might work to mutual advantage."
Beria laughed out loud, a bitter cackle drawing looks from the Emperor. She was clearly impressed with this animal.
Merryl's look was mixed but definitely one of respect. "Major General, it is our expectation that fate will work with us. It would be a great disappointment for such words to prove empty. However, should you be able to deliver on that promise, who knows what benefits might accrue for those who assist?"
"Then we must work together to achieve our respective goals Commander." Lebedev remained calm. "Might I suggest that at your earliest convenience we meet with the leaders of our Federation, and develop a plan that will see your needs met and our own. You may yet have the bitch and her bastard son." The Generals excitement could hardly be contained.
Merryl's demeanor was cold, chilling. "This is my earliest convenience General, we will leave at once."
 

"STOP!" Ignoring protocol Beria shouted over the recording. She stood slowly, all eyes turning to her, including the aging Emperor's. The visuals froze.
"Replay those last few exchanges." She spat out the words.
The replay picked up with the general speaking.
". . . Then we must work together to achieve our respective goals Commander. Might I suggest that at your earliest convenience we meet with the leaders of our Federation, and develop a plan that will see your needs met and our own. You may yet have the bitch and her bastard son."
"STOP!" She stood there, shocked, cold, calculating . . . her bastard son! . . . then turned and bowed to the Emperor.
 

"A word in private, please my Lord."
 



 

* * * * *
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Other books by Mark G Brewer
 

Regan's Reach: Book One in the series.
 

Young Kiwi tech entrepreneur Regan Stein has just sold ten percent of her company for four hundred million US dollars. The buyer, aerospace and defense giant USDynamics want a share of Arteis, her new cyber defense system. Plus they've picked out Regan as a fresh creative genius and want in on whatever she has planned next
Washed out from negotiations and cash rich Regan decides to take a long planned break and go bush, to disappear for six months and freshen up her thinking. Tramping off track, top of New Zealand’s South Island she accepts a shock Satphone call for help. Doing the right thing finds her the rescuer of a comatose man, human but strangely alien. Within hours her life has changed.
While in orbit at the mercy of a quirky artificial intelligence and nursemaid to the injured alien she finds out traitorous moves have been made against her company by foreign business powers. Unable to do anything about it in her present situation she instead messages her team to warn them then embarks on the journey of a lifetime assisting the AI to return the man while leaving her trusted team to deal with the attack at home.
The two month interstellar journey see’s a developing relationship with the AI and a formidable partnership established. They arrive at their destination in the middle of political unrest.
At home her team find themselves collateral damage in a corporate war full of intrigue, murky politics, and betrayal. Will she survive the trip across the galaxy? How will her friends deal with the threats and will the company survive the attack? And who would want to be in Regan Stein's sights if she returns at all?
 

Orbital Envy is Book Two in the Regan's Reach series.
Coming soon is book three, 'Confluence'.
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